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Pretace 


_ IN A BOOK OF THIS KIND the accident of where and when the 
author was educated is bound to make a difference, both to the 
selection and the treatment of the material. I am aware of 
numbers of omissions; and doubtless prejudice appears on every 
page. I have not been able to discuss all the philosophers who 
have contributed towards the different kinds of moral philosophy 
current in the last sixty years. Some of the omissions are made 
good in the bibliography, but this is, I realize, no substitute for a 
full treatment of their arguments. 

It may be thought that in some cases too long has been spent 
on the details of a rather trivial argument, at the expense of a 
wider view of the whole subject. My defence would be that ina 
subject such as ethics, the details of the arguments are all- 
important. Conclusions are valueless and positively misleading 
without some at least of the reasoning which led up to them . 
being set out. J 

I have not, I hope, had any preconceived idea of what ethics 
is. I have discussed what seem to me the most important con- 
tributions to philosophy which have been made roughly under 
that heading; there could, of course, be very different selections. _ 
I have purposely left out all political philosophy, although aware ; 
that it is sometimes very closely connected with ethics. 

Finally, it hardly needs saying that no problems are settled in 
this book; but I should like to think that perhaps some ques- 
tions, though they are not raised for the first time, are at least 
re-opened. It is agreeable to reflect that there is a great deal of — 
moral philosophy still to be written. 


1 
Metaphysical Ethics: F. H. Bradley 


AT THE BEGINNING of the twentieth century ethics was pre- 
dominantly metaphysical. The most important writers on moral 
philosophy explicitly linked their discussions of morals with 
views about the nature of the universe as a whole, and man’s 
place in the universe. A system of ethics was what such philo- 
sophers aimed to set out, and this meant a total explanation of 
the way things are, which contained as part of itself an explana- 
tion of the demands and the requirements of ethical behaviour. 
In thus basing ethics upon metaphysics, English writers, at least, 
were defending the subject against the blows they thought had 
been dealt to it by Hume, Bentham, Mill, and the utilitarians. 
For instance, in 1925 A. E. Taylor, himself a metaphysician, 
wrote an essay entitled “The Freedom of Man’.! In it he listed 
the most important of his immediate predecessors in the subject: 
T. H. Green, the Cairds, Nettleship, William Wallace, Adam- 
son, Bosanquet, Bradley; and he said: “The chief part of their 
united work was to continue the age-long war of believers in 
genuine morality and real obligation against every kind of 
‘naturalistic substitute.’ Naturalism was supposed to explain 
away ethics altogether by associating ethical concepts such as 
goodness or duty with non-ethical concepts such as pleasure or 
utility or the desire that society should be preserved. It was — 
believed that metaphysical ethics could reinstate the subject by 
demonstrating the necessary uniqueness and irreducibility of — 
these ethical concepts. 


1 Contemporary British Philosophy, 2nd Series. Edited by J. H. 
Muirhead. Allen & Unwin, London, 1925. $ 
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Of these metaphysical philosophers by far the most powerful 
was F. H., Bradley. His Ethical Studies was first published in 
1876, but his views did not radically alter thereafter. In 1893 he 
explicitly referred to the book and said that it still, for the most 
part, represented his views; and in 1924 he started to revise, 
though not to re-write it. The second edition was published after 
his death, in 1927. It is fair, therefore, to count this as a book 
belonging to the twentieth century. 

The second essay in Ethical Studies is entitled ‘Why Should I 
be Moral?’ In this Bradley states in outline his solution to what 
he thinks are the problems of ethics, the problems, that is, of the 
nature of the end for man, and of the supreme good. His solu- 
tion is that the good is self-realization, and that this is the end or 
the purpose of the moral man’s life. At first he seeks to establish 
this by an appeal to moral consciousness. He takes for granted 
that there is a certain set of facts with which everyone is 
acquainted, such as the fact that we often feel ourselves to be 
under some obligation, or that we often feel that morally we 
have failed in some way. To these facts, or rather our knowledge 
of them, he refers as moral consciousness. He raises no question 
about the scope of morality, or the application of moral concepts. 
These things are accepted as the data on which the moral 
philosopher has to work. This unquestioning attitude to the 
supposed facts of our moral life, and the appeal to such arbiters 
as ‘pleasure’, ‘duty’, ‘moral consciousness’, all absolutely in 
general, makes Bradley’s writing seem at times fantastically 
abstract and difficult to connect with any single particular 
phenomenon. But in this generality also lies its power, since if 
his account seems explanatory at all, it seems explanatory of 
every aspect of life. g 

It is worth considering in a little more detail what he says in 
this second essay.’ The question why I should be moral is, he 
says, illegitimate; for to ask it would suggest that there wassome 
= ulterior purpose behind the exercise of virtue, or the perform- 
ance of duty. “To take virtue as a mere means to an ulterior end 
is in direct antagonism to the voice of moral consciousness.’ 
But in spite of this, later, in a footnote, Bradley does himself 
by offer an answer to the question.? ‘A man is moral because he 


_ * Ethical Studies, p. 58. ? op. cit. footnote to p. 62. 
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likes being moral; and he likes it partly because he was brought 
up to the habit of liking it, and partly because he finds it gives 
him what he wants while its opposite does not do so.’ This last 
statement looks practically tautological, but it does lead to ~ 
Bradley’s main solution to the problem of what is the end for 
human life. The most general expression for the end in itself is, 
he says, self-realization. It is to the amplification of this solution 
that the rest of the book is mainly devoted. His first attempt to 
prove the truth of the general statement comes in this same 
essay.1 Once again he appeals to moral consciousness to ‘see 
what it tells us about its end’. And he asks the ordinary reader to 
reflect whether we do not all aim not only at the realization of 
self, but of self as a whole. At first glance, it must be admitted, . 
these words are not particularly lucid or revealing. : 
It is not clear what is meant by ‘realizing’ the self, let alone 
realizing it ‘as a whole’. But though it is easy either to be put off 
by the unclarities, or to stop trying to understand, and simply __ 
to drift along with the style as one reads, it is all the same pos- 
sible to detect in Bradley’s theory something which is important 
and is very often at the back of people’s minds when they talk 3 
about morality. Bradley thinks of people’s wills, as opposed to 
their chance or random desires, as being directed over a period 
of time to a way of life, a system of interconnected actions. 
Everybody makes his own system, in the sense that no one else 
can exercise his will for him. His actions are necessarily his own 
and no one else’s. Moreover, in the case of acts which would 
naturally be thought of as the concern of morality, not only is 
there something to be done, but the whole point, for the agent, 
is that it should be done by him and no one else. Thus a morally 
good or a morally bad act is a kind of self-assertion or self- 
expression. It is, in fact, not merely a tautology that a man’s acts 
are his own; for when we judge a man’s acts from a moral point 
of view it is as his acts, part of his whole system of actions, that 
we judge them. Our judgement might have been different if 
someone else had done the same thing, or brought about the 
same consequences. Bradley takes this to be a difference between 
moral action and acts of artistic production. In producing a work 
of art someone might believe that there was something which 


1 op. cit. pp. 65 sqq. 
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had to be done, a certain aesthetic result to be achieved. In 
morality an action has to be done, too, but not as a means to a 
result. The doing of it by me, he says, can actually be considered 
as the end. He does not, in this essay, do more than suggest this 
contrast between the aesthetic and the moral, and I do not 
think that it would bear much looking into, at any rate as a 
criterion for distinguishing them. But it does throw light, 
perhaps, on the kind of thing that is meant by self-realization. 
Furthermore it serves to direct our attention to what was for 
Bradley the most important feature of morality . . . its essential 
dynamism. The moral world is a world of active agents, choos- 
ing things and doing things, and projecting themselves upon 
their environment. He says: : 
For morality, the end implies the act, and the act implies self- 
realization. This if it were doubtful, would be shown... by the 
feeling of pleasure which attends the putting forth of the act. For if 
pleasure be the feeling of self, and accompany the act, this indicates 
that the putting forth of the act is also the putting forth of the self. 
So far, the concept of self-realization seems to be connected first 
~- with the concept of dynamism as the essential element in the 
_ moral life, and, secondly, with the concept of character. To be 
_ truly moral or immoral, our actions must in some sense be 
consistent. They must arise, that is, out of a consistent character, 
and manifest that character. This is in fact a very important 
part of morality and enters more than is often allowed into our 
í moral judgement of others. Moreover, as so far stated, the self- 
realization theory has another great advantage. Many people, 
especially those who are temperamentally puritanical, or who are 
o used to setting very high standards for themselves, feel strongly 
_ that some kinds of behaviour, though utterly harmless to othe 
i: people, should nevertheless be avoided for their own sakes, and 
i f that this is a moral matter. They may feel, for instance, that to 
‘ ‘indulge in some kinds of pleasurable activities such as reading 
f novels in the mornings, is wrong, not only because they have 
been brought up to think this, but because they feel that to 
+ indulge in them would be to start some kind of downward trend, 
some degeneration which it is their duty to avoid. The feeling 
_ that, consequences apart, one should do better, is a strong and 
; familiar moral feeling and one which is, again, unduly neglected 
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by writers about morals. Self-realization is not so far from self- / 
improvement, and it is, among other things, in its power to 
account for this range of moral concepts that the attraction of 
Bradley’s theory lies. 

But Bradley, as I have said already, claims that the aim of 
morality is not only realization of the self, but of the self asa 
whole. This part of his doctrine is both less clear, and less 
attractive, if I understand it. In the essay we are now considering 
he makes two serious attempts to elucidate the concept of the 
self asa whole. The first is by means of an analysis of a choice 
between two incompatible alternative actions.1 He says that in 
choosing between A and B not only must a man be aware of the A 
nature of the acts between which he is choosing, but he must 
also be aware of himself set above these two actions and deli- ~= 
berating between them, This self-awareness he denominates 
the universal element in volition, the particular element being 
the agent’s awareness of each of the individual possibilities. The 
volition as a whole is the identification of the self willing with 
one or other of the possible actions; and this resulting unity, that 
is, the volition completed in an action, he calls the individual 
whole, or the concrete universal. It is at achieving such a 
whole that the moral action aims, and this is what is meant by i 
saying that the end is self-realization as a whole. I cannot pre- 
tend, however, that the necessity of talking about the whole is 
made any more apparent by this obscure Hegelian reasoning, 
nor, in particular, that the relation between the whole volition 
and the. whole self is obvious. 

The second attempted elucidation, also purely Hegelian, is by wd 
means of an analogy with understanding.” In matters of theory f: 
,our aim, he says, is to understand an object, to ‘get at the truth t 
of it’. As long as the object seems odd or unfamiliar we say that f 
we have not reached the truth about it. We go on until we can © 
see the consistency and the necessity of some explanatory theory 
of the object. “There we rest, because then we have found the 
nature of our own mind and the truth of facts in one.’ If ever our 
knowledge of anything were complete, the distinction between _ 
the knowing mind and the object known would disappear. It is | 
towards this identification of subject with object that Bradley 

H 


1 op. cit. p. 71. 2 op. cit. p. 73. 
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ng such separateness to an end. 
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thinks we strive, in trying to understand anything. There is E 
analogous striving, he claims, in the case of action. ae oa 
aim is not, leaving the given as it is, to find the truth o it; he 
here we want to force the sensuous fact to correspond to th 
truth of ourselves.’ The distinction at removing which we aim A 
practice is the distinction between ourselves and the alien a 
of other people and external events. ‘My nature tells a a 
the world is mine’; and therefore I try to alter the facts, ti : e: 
press myself in them as well as in what first seemed ane T 
them. The aim is to find in the facts ‘nothing but myself carr T 
out’. I possess the world when my will is expressed in nee 
The idea that knowing implies some kind of identi e a 
between the person who knows and the known oe ee 
course a long and serious metaphysical history. Aristot e i K A 
that there existed a kinship between the objects of inte a A 
comprehension and the intellect. Spinoza held that i me 
understood nature completely one would thereby become i Aa 
tical with nature, that is identical with God. Bradley reem e 
the unitary nature of reality as both the most important ia DE 
least dubitable part of his whole metaphysical account o i 
universe; and he meant his statement that reality was ae a 
carry the implication, among others, that anything less aan 
unity, such as the distinction between a person and the oY Id 
of his thought, is necessarily unreal or illusory. To ae Sa 
fore, at identifying oneself, whether with the object of on i 
thought or with the world in which one is living and acting, is 
do no more than to aim to remoye illusion, and to exist in reality. 


4 sat ; an 
In this context, self-realization takes on a more literal sense th: 
at first it seemed to have. It mean: 


real instead of illusory. 


e, then the realization is not complete; if it 
» then myself and the world form one whole. Thus 
i ill not only remove the sense of isolation or 


each one of us may have, but it will, on this 
theory, actually bri 
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So, by restating his moral theory in the context of the idealist 
theory of knowledge, Bradley attempts to elucidate his utter- 
ance, that the aim of moral action is self-realization. At the end 
of this same essay he adds the qualification that not only must 
the self be realized as a whole, but as an infinite whole.1 This 
too, presumably, follows from the proposition that reality is 
one; it follows, at least, on the hypothesis that reality is infinite, 
which Bradley doubtless accepted. But it is impossible not to 
feel, at this stage of the argument, that any application of the 
theory to what are normally thought of as the peculiar problems 
of moral philosophy has been left rather alarmingly far behind. 
In this essay, Bradley only hints at any such application, at the 
very end:? 


The difficulty is: being limited and so not a whole, how extend 
myself so as to be whole? The answer is, be a member in a whole. 
Here your private self, your finitude, ceases as such to exist; it 
becomes the function of an organism. You must be, not a mere piece 


of, but a member in, a whole; and as this, must know and will your- 


self. 


This, though still vague as a guide to the nature of what is 
morally good, has at least a slightly sinister note. There is the 
suggestion that the end for man, self-realization, may turn out 
after all to be the destruction of the individual. 

The next two essays in Ethical Studies are critical considera- 
tions of other people’s views of the nature of the end. First 
Bradley considers and rejects the suggestion that the end is 
pleasure, and then that it is duty for duty’s sake. In each case he 
aims to show that the suggestion is actually contradictory. These 


essays, especially the second of them, are both subtle and for- 


cible. No doubt, in Duty for Duty’s sake, he is not entirely fair 
to Kant, but all the same this seems to me one of the very best 
things ever written about Kant’s moral philosophy. In the fifth 
essay, ‘My Station and its Duties’,* he returns to his own theory, 


and to the task of illustrating the concept of self-realization in a” 


more concrete form. The good for man is now definitely stated 
to be ‘the realization of ourselves as the will which is above 
ourselves’. This will is identical with a ‘moral organism’. It is 


1 op. cit. P. 74. 2 op. cit. p. 79- 3 op. cit. pp. 160 sqq. 
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_ My private choice, so far as I am moral, is the mere form of bestow- 


_ organism, which realizes in its process both itself and myself. .. 


3 


referred to as a concrete universal which cannot exist except in 
and through its members. The individual, Bradley says, must 
necessarily be thought of as having relations with other people. 
He is not born into a vacuum, but has a definite place in society 
and in history. Whatever he does must be done in relation to the | 
circumstances into which he was born, and it is with this ex- 
ternal world that he tries to identify himself, by altering the facts 
until they express himself. This view, the belief in the necessary 
dependence of people upon one another and upon their cir- 
cumstances, is set out in explicit opposition in the first place to 
individualism, that is to utilitarianism interpreted as a kind of 
egoistic hedonism, and secondly to the Kantian and abstract 
formulae of Duty for Duty’s sake. The theory of self-realization 
as a part of a moral organism, the theory which Bradley actually 
refers to by the name of ‘My Station and its Duties’, is said to 
have three great advantages, First, the universal end for man 
which is proposed by it is concrete. The theory takes into ac- 
count actual facts and is therefore prepared to allow that duty 
will not be the same at every time or place. In this Bradley 
thinks it is superior to both hedonism and the abstract view. 
But though the end Proposed is concrete, he claims that it is not 
given by mere caprice, ‘for although within certain limits I may 
choose my station according to my own liking, yet I and every- 
one else must have some station with duties pertaining to it, and 
those duties do not depend on our opinion or liking’. Secondly, 
the end is objective, and this is one of the demands which the 
moral consciousness makes upon anything that could qualify to 
bean end. The reasons which Bradley gives to support this claim 
of objectivity are, it must be confessed, less than clear. The 
justification appears to be that the objective, systematized moral 
organism, which is not something each of us just thinks up for 
himself, is the medium through which the individual man must 
realize the end. | 


A ; a 
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ing myself on, and identifying myself with, the will of the moral 


_ What I have to do, I have not to force upon a recalcitrant world; I 
have to fill my place—the place that waits for me to fill it. 


1 op. cit. p. 180. 
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The third advantage of ‘My Station and its Duties’ is said to be 
that the end which it proposes leaves nothing of us outside it: It 
gets rid of the contradiction which Bradley found in the Kantian 
theory of pure duty, the contradiction, thatis, between duty and 
the empirical self of desires, inclination, character and circum- 
stances. All these, as we have seen, are included in the end, on 
Bradley’s theory, since duty now becomes the duty to make all 
these empirical elements part of the wider external world. 

The concept of ‘My Station and its Duties’ is the core of 
Bradley’s moral theory. The last two essays in Ethical Studies are 
devoted to further elaboration of this notion of the end, to a 
consideration of the bad will, the opposite of self-realization, 
and to a discussion of the relation between religion and morality. 


The respects in which the theory is essentially metaphysical are « 


perhaps now clear. More specifically, it is essentially an idealist 
moral philosophy, deriving from the idealist view of the 
unitary and coherent nature of reality. In Appearance and 
Reality! Bradley returns to the question of The Good. Here 
the connexion between the concept of goodness-and that of 
reality as a whole is most clearly stated, and ethics is seen as a 
small part of metaphysics. Evil and good, he says, are not illu- 
sions but they are appearances, ‘they are one-sided-aspects, each 
over-ruled and transmuted in the whole’.? The opposition 
between good and bad is not supposed to be absolute, any more 
than, on the idealist theory, is the opposition between true and 
false absolute. ‘The interval which exists between, and which 
separates, the lower and the higher, is measured by the idea of 
perfect Reality, The lower is that which, to be made complete, 
would have to undergo a more total transformation of its nature.’ 
If, in general, then, the more good anything is the more reality 
it has, it follows that in the sphere of action, the better an action 
is, the more reality will it bestow upon the agent. Self-realization 
is only one aspect of the general superior reality of things as they 
approach closer and closer to absolute reality (in so far, that is, as 
they improve). Moreover, the good man will necessarily realize 
himself in a wide context; his actions will necessarily take their 
place in a whole system of morality, because what he is aiming at 


1 Sonnenschein, London, rst edition, 1893. 
2 op. cit. pp. 401 sqq. 
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10 " ETHICS SINCE 1900 
in exercising his good will, is, in some sense, to comprehend and 
identify himself with everything that exists. 

Bradley was not, of course, the only metaphysical moral 
philosopher of this period. Nor was he even interested in all the 
problems which seemed important to his contemporaries. For 
instance he was comparatively uninterested in the problem of 
human freedom. It seems probable that this lack of interest was 
due to the fact that there was really no place for freedom in his 
system, which, like Spinoza’s, must entail that the more we 
know, the more we realize that our actions are a necessary part of 
the total system of the universe. Just as good and bad are not 
opposed except as appearances, so voluntary and necessitated 
would only appear to our ignorance to be opposed. Any believer 
in an idealist theory of truth almost has to hold that ultimately 
everything is necessary. There were other metaphysical philo- 
sophers, however, such as A. E. Taylor, who conceived of the 
problem of freedom as the central ethical problem, and who 
attacked Bradley for overlooking it. Again, Joseph, in Some 
Problems of Ethics (1931), starts with a chapter called ‘Meta- 
physical Preliminaries’, which is entirely devoted to the question 
whether or not we may say that any human actions are volun- 
tary. All the same, it was Bradley’s Hegelian idealist ethical 
theory which dominated the beginning of the century, and it is 
against this background that the later developments must be 
seen. In ethics, as in philosophy in general, the greatest blow to 
be struck in the twentieth century against idealism was struck by 
G. E. Moore. And though in Principia Ethica, which will be the 
subject of the next chapter, he had other targets as well as 
Bradley and the idealists, it was his arguments against them and 

` therefore, it seemed, against metaphysical ethics in general, 
which were most novel, and which perhaps have had the 
greatest influence on twentieth-century ethics as a whole. 
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2 
G. E. Moore 


G. E. Moorr’s Principia Ethica was first published in 1903. It 
has become the custom to regard it as the source from which the 
subsequent moral philosophy of the century has flowed, or at 
least as the most powerful influence upon this moral philosophy. 
There is no doubt that it is a very remarkable book. But I am 
not sure that some later writers have not submitted to the 
temptation of seeing in it only what they would themselves 
subscribe to, and of leaving out of account altogether those 
features of the book which are idiosyncratic and eccentric. This 
is a pity; Moore has, no doubt, exercised a great influence on 
other philosophers. But it is almost as if some of these philo- 
sophers, especially some in Oxford, had read only the first one 
or two chapters of the book; if they had read on, they might 
have been more cautious about ranging themselves under 
Moore’s supposed banner. 

In the Preface to Principia Ethica, Moore states what his main 
intention was in writing the book. ‘I have tried,’ he says, ‘to 
distinguish clearly two kinds of question, which moral philo- 
sophers have always professed to answer, but which . . . they 
have almost always confused both with one another and with 
other questions.’ These two questions are ‘What kind of things 
ought to exist for their own sake?’ and ‘What kind of actions 
ought we to perform?’ From knowing the answers to these two 
different questions, Moore says, we shall be able to go on to find 
out with what kind of evidence, if any, it is proper to support 
moral judgements; we shall know what kinds of ethical propo- 
sition are, and what kinds are not, susceptible of proof. In 
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general, Moore’s answer to his questions is this: (1) The things 
which ought to exist for their own sake are things which we call 
intrinsically good. It is impossible to define ‘good’, since it is the 
name of a simple unanalysable characteristic of things. But this 
does not entail that we cannot recognize when we see them those 
things which intrinsically possess this unanalysable charac- 
teristic. Moore’s contention is that we can, if we think about it 
hard enough, certainly recognize intrinsically good things, and 
at the end of the book he lists some of the things which he 
thinks are intrinsically good. But it is a matter simply of recog- 
nition. No evidence can be adduced to show that something is 
intrinsically good; it is just a matter of seeing that it is so. 
Nothing could prove that if something is said to be intrinsically 
good, it really is so. ‘We can guard against error only by taking 
care, that, when we try to answer a question of this kind, we have 
before our minds that question only and not some other or 
others’ (p. viii). (2) Answers to the second question, what kinds 
of action ought we to perform, are capable of proof or disproof, 
of an empirical sort. For we ought always to do that action which 
will cause most good to exist. So the kind of evidence necessary 
to show that some proposed course of action is right will be 
causal evidence that the course of action will bring about such 
and such results or consequences. In addition, it will be neces- 
sary to know that the consequences are intrinsically good. It is 
necessary, therefore, on Moore’s view, first to know what kinds 
of things are intrinsically good, that is what kind of things 
ought in general to exist, before itis possible to embark on any 
demonstration that a certain course of action ought to be under- 
taken, since the evidence brought up to support this last con- 
tention must contain some statement of the former kind. & 
This, then, is what Moore took to be the main purpose of his 
book, namely to distinguish those ethical judgements which 
were susceptible of proof by reference to evidence from those 
which were not. The first step in establishing this distinction 
was to consider the concept of goodness, in order to show that 
‘good’ was simple and indefinable, and to this consideration the 
first chapter of the book is devoted. In this chapter Moore eX 
pounds his famous theory that it is fallacious to attempt t° 
define ‘good’ in any way, and, particularly, fallacious to attempt 
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to define it in terms of a natural object. Moore calls the attempt 
to define ‘good’, which is indefinable, The Naturalistic Fallacy. 
But it is important to notice that the fallaciousness consists in the 
attempting of a definition at all, rather than specifically in 
defining a so-called non-natural object in terms of a natural 


object. Moore says (p. 13) that if anyone confused two natural « 


objects together, and defined one in terms of the other, this 
would be to commit the very same fallacy as that contained in 
the attempt to define good, only in this case there would be no 
reason to call the fallacy ‘naturalistic’. The appropriateness of 
that name does come from mixing the two classes, natural and 
non-natural; but even if ‘good’ were a natural object ‘that would 
not alter the nature of the fallacy, nor diminish its importance 
one whit’. It is clear, then, that first and foremost it is supposed 
to be fallacious to define ‘good’ and secondly it is fallacious to 
define a non-natural in terms of a natural object. I have laboured 
this point, not without reason. For people often talk not only as 
if Moore were interested in nothing except exposing a logical 
fallacy for its own sake, but also as if the nature of this fallacy 
were simply to confuse a natural with a non-natural object, to 
define the latter in terms of the former. And it must be ad- 
mitted that the name ‘Naturalistic Fallacy’ does carry this 
suggestion. But Moore does not care much for the name. ‘It 
does not matter what we call it provided we recognize it when 
we mect it.’ The true fallacy is the attempt to define the in- 
definable. . 

There are several obscure points in this doctrine as so far 
expounded. Some of them, it must be admitted, must remain 
obscure, but I will try to set out Moore’s argument as clearly as 
Iean. 

Moore distinguishes three possible meanings of the question 
‘What is good?’ First, it may require a particular answer. 
Obviously in this sense the question would not in fact be put in 
` this general form, but would be of the form, for instance, of 
‘Which is a good restaurant?’ or ‘What would be a good way to 
begin a speech? So I think we may dismiss this supposed 
meaning of the question. The second meaning is that in which 
the question requires a general answer in the form of a state- 


ment that some kind of thing is good—such as that charitable — 
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actions are good or pleasure is good. Moore, at the end of the 
book, proposes answers to this version of the question. Thirdly, 
the question “What is good?’ may be the demand for a definition. 
In this form, Moore says that the question is absolutely central 
to ethics, and belongs to ethics alone. But by ‘definition’ it 
should be noticed that Moore here means ‘analysis’, He dis- 
misses the suggestion that he could reach the kind of definition 
demanded in the question ‘What is good?’ by observing how 
people in fact use the word ‘good’. This kind of definition he 
regards as trivial, and a matter of mere lexicography. But, 
taking for granted that he is discussing the word ‘good? in the 
way that it 7s usually used, he is interested in the object or idea 
which he says it is usually used to stand for. A definition, then, 
in the interesting sense, would be an analysis of this idea. It is 
this which he claims is impossible, in the case of the object 
denoted by ‘good’. Moore’s view of definition is very obscure, 
and his examples do not help to make it clearer. He contrasts 
the case of ‘good’ with the case of ‘horse’ (p. 8). The definition 
of ‘horse’ is said to be ‘hooved quadruped of the genus equus’. 
This may be either (1) an arbitrary verbal definition telling you 
only how I propose to use the word, or (2) a statement about 
how English people do or should use the word ‘horse’, or (3) 
we may, Moore says, ‘mean something much more important.’ 
We may mean that a certain object familiar to all of us is com- 
posed in a certain manner. ‘That it has four legs, a head, a 
heart, a liver etc. all of them arranged in definite relations to one 
another.’ It is in this sense of definition that Moore denies that 
‘good’ is definable. But it is difficult to see how the quoted 
definition of ‘thorse’—that it is a hooved quadruped of the genus 
equus—could ever be taken as meaning that the horse had,a 
i heart, liver etc. arranged in a certain order. No doubt one could 
list the parts of the horse, and even state their relation one to 
another, but to do this would not be to say ‘hooved quadruped 
ete’, with a special meaning; nor would it normally be taken to 
be defining ‘horse’ at all. However, I do not think one should 
Waste very much time on Moore’s eccentric treatment of the 
word ‘definition’, For one thing, the concept of definition is it- 
self very vague, and it is not clear that anything very important 
would come of laying down the different ways in which things 
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may or may not be defined. Furthermore, if we drop the word 
‘definition’, and drop the confusing analogy of the horse, noth- 
ing much will be lost. For Moore makes it perfectly clear that 
what he thinks you cannot legitimately do to ‘good’ is to analyse 
it. It is impossible to name its parts because it has no parts. Like 
Descartes and Leibniz, Moore takes it as absolutely self-evident 
that if some things are complex and therefore capable of analysis, 
then there must be some things into which the complex things 
are analysed which are themselves simple, and without parts. 
This is a very widespread and natural belief. Moore thinks that 
the quality of goodness, which he talks of, confusingly, as ‘good’ 
either with or without inverted commas, is one of these simple 
natures which can enter into the composition of complexes, but 
are non-complex themselves. He compares goodness with yel- 
lowness in this respect (p. 10): ‘Yellow and good, we say, are not 
complex: they are notions of that simple kind out of which 
definitions are composed and with which the power of further 
defining ceases.’ ‘Good’ and ‘bad’, he says, are the only simple 
notions which are peculiar to ethics. The indefinability of ‘good’ 
is, he thinks, one of the most important facts, if not the most 
important fact, with which ethics has to deal. Again I quote: 


If I am asked ‘what is good? my answer is that good is good and that 
is the end of the matter. Or if I am asked ‘How is good to be defined?’ 
my answer is that it cannot be defined, and that is all I have to say 
about it. But disappointing as these answers may appear, they are of 
the very last importance. 


Having set out his contention that goodness, like yellowness, is 
unanalysable, Moore goes on to use the analogy between ‘good’ 
apd ‘yellow’ to establish two further points. The first point is 
that though it is impossible to define colour words, it is possible 
to state the physical concomitants of the colours. We may state 
what light vibrations must strike the normal eye in order that the 
colour may be perceived. But, Moore says, these light vibrations 
are not what we mean when we talk about the colour. In this he 
is perfectly right. The colour word is the name of a property 
perceptible to the normal eye, not the name of something which 
it needs scientific measurement to discover. Similarly, Moore 
argues, with ‘good’, it may be possible to state what else besides 


property of goodness, 
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The second point which the analogy with colour is used to 
make is this: nobody thinks that be 
therefore it is impossible to say what thin 


Ow, and that their Sweet smell is 
different from their yellowness, Yet, 


failed to see all these points wh 
goodness of things, Saying that 
Prevent one from saying that, fı 
that other things besides pleas 


not do unless he could show that 
it was possible to Pick things out i 
So far Moore has given no argu 


ments to show that ‘good’ is 
indefinable; there has been nothin 


8 except an analogy. He next 
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attempts an actual proof, by means of a dilemma (p. 15). Either 
‘good’ is indefinable, or, if it is not, it must be either a complex, 
about the correct analysis of which there could be disagreement, 
or the word must mean nothing at all. There is a certain amount 
of confusion here and elsewhere in the discussion, about whether 
we are supposed to be discussing a word or some object denoted 
by a word, such as a property; but this confusion is not very 
important, and Moore’s dilemma can easily be presented in a 
way which avoids the difficulty. We must accept either that the 
word ‘good’ denotes a simple unanalysable property, or that it 


. denotes a complex analysable property, or that it denotes noth- 


ing at all. This, Moore thinks, exhausts the possibilities. He then 
aims to show that each of the last alternatives is impossible, and 
that therefore we must necessarily accept the first. (1) “The 
hypothesis that disagreement about the meaning of good is dis- 
agreement with regard to the correct analysis of a given whole, 
may be most plainly seen to be incorrect by consideration of the 
fact that, whatever definition be offered, it may be always asked, 
with significance, of the complex so defined whether it is itself 
good,’ Thus, if I try to define good as, let us say, self-realization, 
Moore’s objection is that it is still significant to ask whether self- 
realization is good; and since this is significant, it cannot be the 
same as asking whether self-realization is self-realization, which 
it would have to be if the original definition had been correct. 
One cannot doubt that self-realization is the same as self- 
realization; but we can and may well doubt whether self- 
realization is good, and the mere fact that we understand very 
well what is meant by doubting it, shows clearly that we have 
two different notions before our mind. This argument begs the 
question. For it already assumes what it is supposed to prove, 
namely, that goodness is simple and unanalysable. If goodness 
were allowed to be a complex notion, then not only might one 
perhaps be able to analyse it, but it would naturally be sig+ 
nificant to convert the proposition and inquire whether that 
into which one had analysed it was good. This might well be a 
way of testing out the correctness of the analysis. An analysis of 
a complex notion never sets out to give an identity, nor is the 
statement in which the analysis is given an identity statement. 
Therefore the converse of the proposition in which the analysis 
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4g set out will not be trivial. It is only because Moore is already 


convinced that ‘good’ is the name of a simple property that he 
thinks the possibility of significant conversion is fatal to the 
definition’s being correct. This is clearly shown by the sentence 
quoted above. ‘We have two different notions before our mind.’ 
Tf the definition were correct, he thinks, we would have only one, 
as I might be said to have only one notion before my mind when 
I say that ‘good’ is ‘bon’. But if I can succeed in giving a correct 
analysis of a complex notion, then it cannot plausibly be said 


- that I have only one notion before my mind; I must necessarily 


have at least two, and probably more. It is doubtful whether the 
method of counting the notions before the mind is a good or even 
possible method in fact. But if Moore requires that we use it, 
then for what it is worth, it must be admitted that it fails to prove 
what he wants it to. Moore seems to have been misled here by 
his own eccentric concept of definition. If he had used the word 
‘analysis’, and had aimed to show that it is analysis of the con- 
cept of goodness which is impossible, then the argument from 
the possibility of converting any proposition of the form ‘good 
is so and so’ would not have seemed so formidable. 

(2) The same considerations, Moore says, serve to show that 
‘good’ is not totally meaningless. When anyone says that any- 
thing is good, Moore says, they are not saying nothing about it, 
nor are they saying something which can be paraphrased. by 
another word. If, that is, I say that pleasure is good, I am not 
merely stating that pleasure is pleasure (a trivial proposition 
which would be saying nothing), nor am I saying something 


which could just as well be expressed by saying pleasure is, for 
instance, desired, or approved. 


Everyone does in fact understand the question ‘Is this good? When 
he thinks of it, his state of mind is different from what it would be, 
were he asked ‘Is this pleasant, or desired, or approved?’ It has a dis- 
tinct meaning for him, even though he may not recognize in what 
respect it is distinct. Whenever he thinks of intrinsic value or ‘in- 
trinsic worth’ or says that a thing ought to exist, he has before his 
mind the unique object—the unique property of things—which I 
mean by ‘good’. 


This looks much more like a restatement of the position than an 
argument. È 
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Both alternative possibilities having been thus ruled out, 
Moore is in a position to assert the truth of the first proposition, 
namely that good is simple and indefinable. The next step in the 
argument of the book is to illustrate the mistakes into which 
moral philosophers have been led by overlooking this, and 
thereby committing the naturalistic fallacy. Rather confusingly, 


Moore divides those theories of the nature of good which com- 


mit the fallacy into two groups, the naturalistic and the meta- 
physical. Both types of theory suggest that there is some 
definition or analysis of good to be found, but the first kind seeks 
to define good in terms of some natural object, the second in 
terms of a metaphysical object. This is the distinction Moore 
makes, Unfortunately it is not only obscure in itself, but it is also 
additionally confusing in the light of the fact that the fallacy 
which both types of theory equally are supposed to commit is 
the naturalistic fallacy. However, once again, if Moore’s termi- 
nology is less than perfect, this need not unduly alarm us. 
The first kind of theory Moore considers is naturalism proper, 
and he takes as his examples first the evolutionary theory of 
Spencer, according to which ‘good’ means ‘more evolved’; and 
secondly the hedonistic utilitarianism of, among others, John 


Stuart Mill. It will be enough to examine aS last 
of these, to get more light on what exactly is Suppose fig. Moore 
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to be so bad about naturalism. {e VE Os 
Introducing his criticism, Moore ays (p. 59) Was 
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... that pleasure has been so general. ol 
almost entirely due to the fact that it } s <ee! ed to. be oe 
volved in the definition of good . . . to Qpointed out by shecvor! 
meaning of the word. If this is so, then valence-of Hi 
h&s been mainly due to what I have calle í i 
the failure to distinguish clearly that unique and.indefinablé quality 
which we mean by good. 


Moore quotes Mill’s words in order to establish, in the first 
place, that he uses the expressions ‘good as an end’ and ‘desir- 
able as an end’ as absolutely equivalent expressions. He then 
suggests that Mill tries to prove that pleasure is the only thing 


desire it and it alone as an end. This attempted proofisgh 
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a glaring example of the naturalistic fallacy. Mill’s proof con- 
sists in arguing that ‘desirable’ is like ‘visible’; and just as you 
could establish what things were visible by finding out what 
things people actually saw, so you could find out what things 
were desirable by discovering what people actually desired. 
What they do desire, Mill says, is pleasure, and therefore 
pleasure is desirable and therefore it is good; and since pleasure 
is all that people desire, it can be said not only to be good; but 
to be the good. Moore’s criticism of Mill’s argument here has 
had a considerable effect upon the subsequent history of ethics, 
and therefore it is worth considering both what Mill’s argument 
was in fact meant to show, and what precisely it was of which 
Moore accused him. 

Mill started by saying that it is impossible to prove the truth 
of statements about ultimate ends. ‘Whatever can be proved to 
be good, must be so by being shown to be a means to something 
admitted to be good without proof.’ With this of course Moore 
does not disagree; for Mill is simply making the distinction 
which it is the purpose of Moore's book to establish, between 
the type of ethical statement for which evidence is required 
and the type for which there can be no evidence, But Mill goes 
on, just as Moore does, to attempt to show what things are as a 
matter of fact good as ends. His argument here, as we have seen, 
falls into two parts: first he argues that pleasure or happiness is 
good as an end, and secondly, more dubiously, that it is the only 
thing which is good as an end. Now though Moore admits that 
he agrees with Mill’s initial distinction between propositions 
which are and those which are not susceptible of proof, he does 
not, I think, realize that his approval of Mill ought to go further. 
When Mill uses the argument from the analogy between ‘visible’ 
and ‘desirable’ he is attempting to establish what things are 
good, and this, Moore constantly assures us, is a perfectly 
legitimate undertaking. Mill is not, that is to say, going back 
on his contention that it is impossible to prove what is good as 
an end. He is saying rather that if people did not already regard 
some things as ends, and therefore desire them, it would be im- 
possible to prove to them that these things really were ends. 
‘How is it possible to prove,’ he asks, ‘that health is good?” The 


answer is that it is not possible to prove it; but the fact is that 
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everybody knows that it is good, and shows this by desiring it. 
When he says ‘the sole evidence it is possible to produce that 
anything is desirable, is that people actually do desire it’ he is 
repeating the same point. “The sole evidence’ is not evidence in 
the sense of proof that something is good, but it is evidence 
simply that people already know, without waiting for proof, that 
it is good. In the very next sentence, Mill makes this clear: ‘If 
the end which the utilitarian doctrine proposes to itself were not, 
in theory and practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing 
could ever convince any person that it was so.’ The question of 
proving what is an ultimate end does not arise; but you can find 
out what people recognize as ultimate ends by finding out what 
they desire. What they desire, Mill goes on to say, is happiness. I 
cannot see anything wrong or fallacious about this. But Moore’s 
criticism of this first part of Mill’s argument has become part 
of the accepted dogma of moral philosophy. This has been due 
partly to misunderstanding Mill, in the way that Moore taught 
us to, but partly also to misunderstanding Moore. That Moore 
did misunderstand Mill is fairly clear. Mill, he said, committed 
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damned, but what should be damned. It is this part of Moore’s 
argument which appears to have fascinated moral philosophers 
and from which they have drawn such inspiration that it has 
sometimes seemed as if there were no other virtue in a moral 
philosopher except that he should avoid the naturalistic fallacy. 
But, in the first place, as an argument against Mill it is mis- 
conceived. If Mill had first defined ‘good’ as ‘desirable’ and had 
then gone on to define ‘desirable’ as ‘desired’, he would no 
doubt have been open to criticism. But it was no part of his 
interest to define ‘good’ or ‘desirable’ at all. Indeed, if anything, 
his remarks about the impossibility of proving propositions con- 
cerned with ultimate ends would suggest that he agreed with 
Moore that ‘good’ was indefinable, though it need not mean this. 
The fact is that the question of definition was never raised by 
him at all. He was interested in discovering the underlying 
principles of ethical conduct, and not in defining ethical terms. 
His introduction of the concept of ‘what is desired’ was, as I 
hope I have shown, due to the very fact that you cannot prove 
what is or is not good. All that you have to go on is what people 
think is good, what, that is, they have always thought worth 
desiring. What they have always thought worth desiring is what 
they have in fact desired. Mill’s procedure here is like Hume’s, 
who argues that the qualities which we have come to regard as 
virtuous are those which we in fact find are desired for the sake 
of the general well-being of society; and it is not so very unlike 
Moore’s own procedure when, in the last chapter of Principia 
Ethica, he turns to consider the question what things are in- 
trinsically good. In each case the question at issue is: What is it 
that people value most highly? Mill’s perhaps unduly simple 
answer is, happiness, Mill cannot, therefore, be tightly accused 
of trying to define ‘good’; and this accusation must be at least 
part of what Moore meant by his statement that the naturalistic 
fallacy had been committed, since we have been told over and 
over again that the naturalistic fallacy consists in just this. But, 
even if Mill had been trying to define ‘good’, and had therefore 
offered ‘what is desired’ as a definition of ‘desirable’, which he 
did not, I think that Moore would have been unduly hard on 
him. If the argument comes down to a discussion of the mean- 
ings of words, then, though the analogy between the meanings 


G. E. MOORE 23 


of ‘desirable’ and ‘visible’ is not close, still the distinction be- 
tween ‘desired’ and ‘desirable’ is not so clear and sharp as Moore 
suggests. When house agents speak of houses as desirable they 
do not mean that these houses are such that we ought to desire 
them. Very often ‘desirable’ means something like ‘what any 
sane person would desire’, and if this is what it means, then the 
relevance of the consideration of what sane people do in fact 
desire is at once obvious. But this defence of Mill should not be 
taken very seriously, for I hope I have said enough to show why 
I do not believe that for Mill the question was one of the mean- 
ings of words at all. 

I said just now that not only Mill but Moore also was mis- 
represented by those moral philosophers who attached great 
importance to the breakdown of the analogy between ‘visible’ 
and ‘desirable’. I do not mean to suggest that Moore himself did 
not think it important. I am sure that he did; and in this par- 
ticular chapter of Principia Ethica there is no doubt that the 
major fault of the utilitarians is taken to be that they defined 
‘good’, which is a non-natural property, in terms of pleasure or 
desire, which are natural objects. For instance, twice in this 
chapter Moore sums up his arguments against the first part of 
Mill’s contention, namely the contention that pleasure or happi- 
ness is desirable. The first summary is as follows (p. 73): 


In this argument, the naturalistic fallacy is plainly involved. That 
fallacy, I explained, consists in the contention that good means 
nothing but some simple or complex notion, that can be defined in 
terms of natural qualities. In Mill’s case, good is thus supposed to 
mean simply what is desired; and what is desired is something which 
can thus be defined in natural terms. Mill tells us that we ought to 
, desire something (an ethical proposition) because we actually do 
desire it; but if his contention that ‘I ought to desire’ means nothing 
but ‘I do desire’ were true, then he is only entitled to say, ‘we do 
desire so and so because we do desire it’; and that is not an ethical 


Proposition at all; it is a mere tautology. 


It is to be noticed that in this summary he uses the argument 
against defining ‘good’ which he used in the first chapter, 
namely that if you do define it, you are landed with a tautology; 
and this has nothing specially to do with the naturalism or other- 
wise of the terms of the definition. There is here, in fact, the 
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very same ambiguity which was to be found in the first chapter, 
where Moore called his fallacy ‘naturalistic’ but went on to say 
that the metaphysical philosophers who defined ‘good’ in terms 
of non-natural objects committed the fallacy just as much as the 
naturalists did. Once again, he is first and foremost accusing 
Mill of attempting to define good, and secondarily accusing him 
of naturalism, in the ordinary sense . . . that is of reducing non- 
natural to natural concepts. Moore’s second summary (p. 108) 
at the very end of the chapter is shorter. There he simply states 
that his refutation of utilitarianism consists, in the first part, in 
pointing out that Mill commits the naturalistic fallacy ‘in iden- 
tifying “desirable” with “desired” ’. Now it is very easy to 
read this as meaning that the whole of the fallacy consists in 
passing from the non-natural concept ‘desirable’ to the natural 
concept ‘desired’. And this is how later philosophers have been 
inclined to regard it, though they have usually substituted the 
_ more specific and understandable expression ‘ethical’ for ‘non- 
natural’, and ‘non-ethical’ for ‘natural’. But even here it is 
important to remember that at least part of what Moore was 
attacking was the identifying of ‘desirable’ with anything at all, 
on the grounds that ‘desirable’ was somehow identical with 
‘good’. Even if, in this particular chapter, Moore was chiefly 
concerned with naturalism properly so called, nevertheless, 
regarding the book as a whole, it must be admitted that the 
simplicity and unanalysability of the quality of goodness was his 
major concern, and it was as overlooking this that his fallacy was 
chiefly supposed to be fallacious. 

In connexion with this same argument of Mill’s, there is a 
further difficulty in Moore’s treatment, which may perhaps be 
thought to be fundamental, and that is the difficulty of under- 

standing exactly what Moore meant by ‘natural’ and ‘non- 

¢ natural’. It might be held with some plausibility that if this 
point is not clear, then no part of the argument which is con- 

, cerned with the naturalistic fallacy can be clear either. But in 

i: fact I do not think this would be fair, for two reasons. The first I 
have laboured enough already, and that is that I do not believe 
the distinction between natural and non-natural was as im- 

; portant for Moore’s purposes as the title of his fallacy would 
suggest. The second reason is that it is fairly clear from the 
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examples that he gives what kinds of thing he means to charac- 
terize as natural and non-natural objects, although it is obscure 
why he talks of objects; and he also fails actually to provide any 
satisfactory definition, in Principia Ethica itself. Later, he was 
apparently willing to accept a criterion for ‘non-natural’ which 
suggested that a non-natural property was one which could not 
be discerned by the senses.1 This, in its turn, is exceedingly 
obscure; but this and Moore’s own use suggest that at any rate 
, Metaphysical concepts such as ‘more real’ and ethical concepts 
such as ‘good’ would be non-natural because non-sensory ; while 
yellowness or pleasantness would be natural, because detected 
by the senses. But I think that those philosophers who have 
attempted to state the doctrine of Principia Ethica in terms 
merely of ethical as contrasted with non-ethical terms, have 
misrepresented Moore. They have somehow put the cart before 
the horse. Moore, when he laid down that non-natural properties 
could not be defined in terms of natural properties, conceived 
himself to be making a perfectly general point, from which, in 
conjunction with the premise that ‘good’ was the name of a 
simple property, it could be inferred that ‘good’ could not be 
analysed at all. If ‘non-natural’ simply meant ‘ethical’, then one 
part of this inference would go. For since nobody would dispute 
that ‘good’ was, or.could be, an ethical term, to say ‘good’ is non- 
natural and therefore cannot be defined in natural terms would, 
on this interpretation, be to state only that ‘good’ cannot be 
defined in non-ethical terms, not to derive this from any more 
general prohibition. This would reduce the interest, though 
perhaps it would not affect the truth of Moore’s position. 
So far I have discussed only Moore’s treatment of the first 
_ Part of the utilitarian argument and this is by far the most 
important part of his criticism. But Mill had not only to esta- 
blish that pleasure or happiness was desirable in itself, but also 
that it was the only thing desirable in itself. Mill admits that 
whether or not this second proposition is true is a psychological f 


1 See The Philosophy of G. E. Moore: The Library of Living Philo- i 
sophers, editor Paul Arthur Schilpp (North-western University, 
Evanston, Illinois, 1942); C. D. Broad, ‘Certain Features in Moore’s 


Ethical Doctrines’, pp. 43 sgg- ; and G. E. Moore, ‘Reply to my Critics’, 
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matter, and therefore his answer is supposed to be based on 
empirical evidence. But he concludes by saying that ‘to desire 
anything except in proportion as the idea of it is pleasant, is a 
physical and metaphysical impossibility’. This is rather mys- 
___ terious. ‘Metaphysical impossibility’ suggests that it is supposed 
to be necessarily true that we desire only pleasure. But if this is 
so, it is hard to see how the question whether we do or not could 
be said to be one of psychology. The trouble arises largely, it 
seems to me, because of the extreme difficulty of using ex- 
pressions such as ‘pleasure’ or ‘for the sake of pleasure’ intel- 
ligibly. There is in fact no contradiction between saying that 
we desire something for its own sake and that we desire it for the 
sake of pleasure, in at least one possible meaning of that expres- 
sion. Moore is very savage with Mill for saying just this. 
Pray consider a moment [he says (p- 72)] 


what this contemptible 
nonsense really means. ‘Money,’ 


says Mill, ‘is only desired as a means 
to happiness.’ Perhaps so, but what then? ‘Why,’ says Mill, ‘money 
is undoubtedly desired for its own sake.’ ‘Yes, go on,’ say we. ‘Well,’ 
says Mill, ‘if money is desired for its own sake, it must be desirable 
as an end-in-itself; I have said so myself,’ ‘Oh,’ say we, ‘but you also 
just now said that it was only desirable as a means.’ ‘I own I did,’ 
says Mill, ‘but I will try to patch up matters, by saying that what is 
only a means to an end is the same thing as a part of that end. I dare- 
say the public won’t notice.’ And the public hayen’t 
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4 

Noticed. 

Once again, I feel inclined to defend Mill. The language of 

2 means and ends would doubtless be better dropped, since it does 

-suggest just the incompatibility which Moore finds. But there 

‘ is no need to employ it. If Mill had instead talked about doing 
things ‘for the sake of pleasure or happiness’ and ‘for their own 

if sake’ then I should find nothing ludicrous in his remarks. This, 

then, is one part of Moore’s criticism of Mill’s argument to 
show that only pleasure is desired. He argues that Mill confuses 

: what is a means to an end with what is part of an end. I do not 
think this criticism is well founded. On the other hand, it is 

4 because one can speak of pleasure in these ways that it can be 

k made to look plausible to say we desire nothing except pleasure. 

s For whatever end anybody suggests as a possible object of 

i desire it is always open to Mill to say that pleasure is part of that 

end, though the end is desired for its own sake. And because it is 
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open to him in every case whatever to do this, he is really landed 
with an uninteresting tautology. Pleasure turns out to be ‘what- 
ever we desire’, and therefore, necessarily, whatever we desire 
turns out to be pleasure. This necessity, which is the necessity 
of tautology, is, I suspect, what Mill was referring to, con- 
usingly, as the metaphysical impossibility of desiring anything 
but pleasure. 

The second part of Moore’s criticism is borrowed from 
Bradley. Mill confuses, says Moore (p. 74), ‘a pleasant thought’ 
with ‘the thought of a pleasure’. It is only where the thought 
of a pleasure is present that the pleasure can be said to be the 


- object of desire or the motive to action. Where there is only, 


for instance, the pleasant thought that I will have a drink, I do 
not have the drink for the sake of the pleasure, but for the sake 
of the drink. The pleasant thought is here, Moore says, the 
cause of my action, but not the motive, and therefore pleasure 
4s not the object of my desire. This objection is ingenious, and 
there is no doubt a distinction here to be made. But even this 
is not enough to prevent Mill using the word pleasure if he 
chooses to do so as ‘the object of all desire’. 

I am aware that this discussion of pleasure is highly unsatis- 
factory. I do not think that either Mill or Moore was entirely 
clear what sort of a problem they had before them. The only 


of comparatively little 
of Moore’s own ethical 
history of the subject. 


this second part of Mill’s argument is 
importance whether regarded as a part 
theory, or as a factor in the subsequent 
On the other hand his criticism of the first part, his allegation 
that Mill has committed the naturalistic fallacy, is, as I have 
said, of very great importance, and to later philosophers’ in- 
terpretations of this we shall have cause to return. 

Having shown how Spencer and the utilitarians committed 
the naturalistic fallacy by attempting to define ‘good’ in em- 
Pirical terms, Moore in the next chapter goes on to show how 
the same fallacy was committed by those philosophers who tried 
to explain the nature of goodness in a quite different way, 
namely by reference to metaphysics. We have seen how these 


metaphysical philosophers thoug 
alism. Moore thought, on the 
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other hand, that their treatment of the subject was no less fatal 
and destructive than that of the empiricists. He gave them 
credit, it is true, for realizing the possibility of the existence of 
properties other than natural properties; or rather for recogniz- 
ing, as he says, that there may be objects of knowledge which 
do not exist in time, and which we do not perceive. But he 
criticized them for supposing that these possible objects of 
knowledge were actually existing, though super-sensible ob- 
jects. At this point it is very difficult to be clear exactly what 
the difference between Moore and the metaphysicians was. 
For Moore himself, in the first chapter of Principia Ethica, in- 
sisted, as he insists throughout the book, that ‘good’ is the name 
of a supersensible property of things. What he apparently does 
not want to say is that goodness exists. He maintains that meta- 
physical philosophers have been led on to the absurdity of say- 
ing that goodness exists by a false analogy between ordinary 
empirical propositions, such as that I am writing, and proposi- 
tions of the form ‘This is good’ (pp. 111 sqq.). Empirical 
propositions, Moore says, do assert a relation between two or 
more existent things, and metaphysicians are unable to believe 
that you can ever assert a proposition without asserting that 
something or other exists. Moore thinks that, to take a non- 
ethical example, when you assert that 2 -+ 2 = 4, what you - 
mean is ‘merely what you say’ and you do not mean that 2 and 
4 exist, nor that anything else exists at all, ‘Every truth, they 
[the metaphysicians] think, must mean somehow that some- 


thing exists; and since, unlike the empiricists, they recognize 
some truths which do not mean that anything exists here and 
now, these they think must mean that so 


sei IOUS mething exists not here 
and now.’ So far this is intelligible enough. But when Moore 
goes on to apply this to the particular case of ethics it is less 
easy to see what he means. 


On the same principle, since ‘good? i 


nor can exist, they are bound to Suppose either that to be good means 
to be related to some other particular thing which can exist and does 
exist in reality; or else that it means merely ‘to belong to the real 
world’—that goodness is transcended or absorbed in reality. 


The oddity is to find Moore saying that goodness is a predicate _ 


s a predicate which neither does 
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which cannot exist. But what he means is that when you say ‘ 
that something is good, as when you say that 2 + 2 = 4, you 
mean merely ‘what you say’. No analysis or elucidation of it is 
Possible. No other actual or possible object needs to be brought 

in to explain what it is you are asserting. If asked what you 
mean, all you could do would be to repeat that you meant the 
thing was good. Moore does not mean to suggest that there is 

no such predicate as good, nor that ‘good’ is not the name of an 
actual property which things have; only that what property it is 
cannot be explained in terms of a super-sensible ‘reality’ over 
and above what we see, any more than it can be explained in 
terms of what we do see. His use of ‘existing’ is perhaps 
muddling. He appears to use it to mean existing in either of two 
ways, namely ‘in time’, which is how empirical objects exist, or 
‘not in time’, which is how the supposed total and unified 
reality of the metaphysicians is held to exist. Since he does not 
want to say that the property of goodness exists in either of 
these ways, he suggests that it does not exist at all; and this, on 
the ordinary interpretation of ‘exists’, is contrary to his own 
Stated views. 

Moore maintains that it is mistaken con 
nexion between metaphysics and ethics. The main question 1n 
ethics being, as he said in the first chapter, the nature of good- 
Ness, no investigations of the general features of reality can 
Possibly throw any light on this. To hope that one could explain 
goodness in terms of reality in general, must be to commit the 
naturalistic fallacy, for it must imply that goodness is ot, as 1n 
fact it is, unanalysable in terms of anything else. The simple 
nature of goodness is not to be explained by any account of the 
Universe as a whole. Moore concedes that it is possible that 
Metaphysics might have some relevance to the question of what 
We ought to do, though it can have none to the question of what 
is good. For what we ought to do is determined by some prac- 


tical and causal questions about the consequences of our acts. 
Metaphysics, Moore suggests (p- 117), might throw light on 
what the consequences of our acts will in fact be, though it 
cannot settle whether or not these consequences will be good. i 
There is a good deal of irony in this apparent concession to the ; 
Metaphysicians. First, it is not likely that they would happily 
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accept the role of mere practical guides; secondly, the only two 
examples Moore gives of the way in which metaphysicians 
could help are not very encouraging. He suggests, in the first 
place, that if they could definitely prove that there was a system 
of rewards and punishments after death, this would affect our 
actions; or alternatively, if they could prove what they do in 
fact maintain, namely that there is an absolutely unchanging, 
timelessly real system of which we are part, that time and 
change are mere illusions, then it would follow that there was 
no point in action at all (for if reality is unchanging what dif- 
ference can it make if we act?). This could be said to affect our 
actions, by showing that all actions were either impossible or 
unnecessary. ‘The concession, then, that metaphysics could, 
even in this sense, berelevantto ethics is more apparent than real. 

The beliefs of metaphysical philosophers, once they have 
committed the initial mistake of supposing that their general 
theories will explain ethics as well, are divided by Moore accord- 
ing to whether they rest on logical or epistemological errors. In 
the first class he places all those philosophers who hold that 
moral judgements are like natural laws, and state a necessary 
connexion between subject and predicate. He associates this 
mistake with the mistake of supposing that goodness can be 
explained in terms of a super-sensible reality. For he says such 
philosophers think of the proposition ‘This is good’ as stating 


a relation between two existent entities, but because the predi- 
cate is peculiar in being part of unc 


eat nb p hanging reality, therefore 
itis connected with its subject in a particularly unchanging way. 
‘The metaphysicians and the naturalists proper misconceive the 
nature of the predicate ‘good’ in basically the same way. 
Moore s own manner of talking about predicates and properties 
is exceedingly surprising (p. 124): : 

It is immediately obvious that when w 


c t € see a thing to be good, its 
goodness is not a property which we c: 


an take up in our hands. 


But I would challenge anyone to name a Property which we 


or separate from it even by the most delicate scientific instruments, 


and transfer to something else... . But philosophers suppose that 
the reason why we cannot take goodness up and move it about is not 
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that it is a different kind of object from any which can be moved 
about, but only that it necessarily exists together with anything with 
which it does exist. They explain the type of ethical truths by sup- 
posing it identical with the type of scientific law. It is only when 
they have done this that the naturalistic philosophers proper—those 
who are empiricists—and those whom I have called metaphysical 
part company. 


The metaphysicians think that there is some absolute necessity 
in the laws, derivable from the nature of the universe, while the 
naturalists do not. A variation of this logical error is to hold that 
the proposition ‘This is good’ is not a natural law, but some 
kind of absolute natural command. 

The metaphysical philosophers who, in Moore’s view, base 
their theories on epistemological rather than logical errors are 
those, headed by Kant, who hold that a thing is good if it is 
willed in a certain way. Besides Kant, the post-Hegelian Eng- 
lish metaphysicians are here the target. Moore calls attention 
to the analogy, which, as we saw, was explicitly drawn by 
Bradley, between knowing something and bringing it about in 
practice. It is equally false, Moore says, to say that if you 
understand something in some particular way then you have 
understood something true, as it is to say that if you will some- 
thing in a particular way, then you have willed something good. 
That a proposition is true is distinct from the fact that anyone 
thinks it true, and that an action is good is distinct from the fact 
that anybody wills it, or brings it about. For Bradley, as for 
Spinoza, the concept of truth was dependent upon the concept 
of understanding. The truth about the universe was identical 
with what was understood about the universe. In.the same way, 
there could be no concept of morally good actions if there were 
not already the concept of persons realizing themselves ‘in 
action. Truth and goodness are, on this view, both of them 
relative. It is only that some acts of will realize the self more 
Successfully than others. Once again Moore accuses philo- 
sophers such as Bradley of failure to see that goodness is a 
simple property of things; at the very most, he says, that an 
action should have been wi 
Or criterion of its good: 


actually consisted in, any more than the truth of a statement 


lled in a certain way could be a test ` 
ness. It could never be what its goodness 
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could actually consist in its being consistent with other state- 
ments, though this might be a test of its truth. 

Metaphysical philosophers, then, stand convicted of the 
naturalistic fallacy. So far are they from reinstating ethics, after 
the ravages upon it of the utilitarians, that they actually make 
matters worse, for the non-naturalism of their version of the 
fallacy might deceive people into thinking that no fallacy had 
been committed. Moore’s treatment of the metaphysical moral 
philosophers is a particularly good example of the extreme and 
marvellous literalness of his mind. He represents metaphysicians 
as just asserting that a number of extraordinary objects, such as 
the true self, or the real will, exist; and as simply asserting that 
goodness is to be analysed in terms of such objects. Of course 

they do assert these things, but not perhaps quite in the man- 
ner which Moore suggests. If anyone started to expound a 
metaphysical system in Moore’s language, or Moore’s tone of 
F voice, he would not, it is true, win much acceptance for his 
theory. But what Moore in no way allows for, and it may be 
thought rightly, is the very different tone of voice of these 
’ philosophers themselves. Moore makes no concessions to the 
satisfaction which is to be gained from the contemplation of a 
highly general theory, from which truths about human conduct 
j are to be deduced, as a mere part of the whole. This is the kind 
of satisfaction which is to be got from reading Spinoza, in whose 
= System human passions and human behaviour are fitted into 
| the general scheme, and propositions about them are sup- 
s posedly deduced with the rigour of Euclid from propositions 
' about the nature of substance. It would be useless, 
l “of giving this particular kind of pleasure, to invent a system, 
: the point of which was exclusively to account for human obliga- 
l tions and which, in order to do this, considered nothing but 
human nature. The metaphysical pleasure precisely consists in 
i not being the centre of the universe, but in seeing familiar prob- 
j lems, such as the problem of how it is right to behave, somehow 
. reduced, and also answered, by being shown to be part of a 
‘ total scheme of things. This kind of pleasure may be partially 
aesthetic; it certainly has very little to do with how many of the 
b propositions contained in the system are actually true state- 
; ments. Moore, judging other philosophers by his own standards, 
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tends to speak of the metaphysicians as though they had in- 
tended to set out a series of true statements of fact—that this, 
that or the other object existed; because of this his discussions 
of their writings seem sometimes rather odd, and unlike what 
they actually wrote. But he is surely right in saying that they, 
all of them, attempted to derive ethics from something non- 
ethical. If this is the naturalistic fallacy, then they committed 
it; and their committing it is the secret both of their charm and 
of their power. 

We are now at last in a position to consider Moore’s own 
positive contribution to ethics. This is to be found mainly in the 
last two chapters of Principia Ethica. These two chapters have 
had very little influence indeed upon the subsequent course of 
moral philosophy; it is, however, worth remarking that Moore 
has perhaps been more frequently misrepresented than most 
other moral philosophers, and this is largely due to the neglect 
of these two chapters. Chapter Five of Principia Ethica is en- 
titled ‘Ethics in relation to Conduct’. At the beginning of it, 
Moore summarizes the course of the argument so far (p. 142). 
He has first, he says, tried to show what the adjective ‘good’ 
means; he has then discussed various proposed self-evident 
principles of ethics. The conclusion of this second step was 
negative, namely that neither pleasure nor any non-natural ob- 
ject was the sole good. The final step in the argument of the 
book is to deal positively with the question, What things are 


good? But this final step is postponed till the last chapter. In 


the present chapter he declares his intention of dealing with a 
t ought we to do? It will 


quite separate question, namely Wha y t 
be seen therefore, that on Moore’s own admission, this chapter 
is, outside the main course of the argument, and it is fairly clear 
that he is far less interested in this question about conduct than 
in the more general question about what is good. His theory of 
conduct is extremely simple. There is no such thing as a moral 
obligation which is not an obligation to produce the greatest 
amount of good. ‘Our “duty”, therefore, can only be defined as 
that action which will cause more good to exist in the universe 
than any possible alternative.’ What we ought to do is always, 
he thinks, to be determined by a calculation of the consequences 


of our act, and an assessment 0 
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these. Thus, on the question of conduct, Moore is in far closer 
agreement with the utilitarians than with any other moral 
philosophers. The utilitarians held that an act was to be re- 
garded as a duty if its consequences were such as to produce 
greater total happiness than misery. Moore held that an act was 
a duty if it produced more good than harm. They differ only 
about the question of how to assess the value of the conse- 
quences. On the question of general moral rules, too, Moore is 
in close agreement with Hume, Austin, and Mill. The utili- 
tarians, on the whole, held that established moral rules, such as 
the rule not to commit murder, must be regarded as universally 
binding for two reasons: first because the wisdom of past 
generations has discovered that the consequences of murder are 
in fact conducive to misery rather than happiness; secondly 
because even in the case of an apparent exception, where the 
murder might seem certain to have good consequences, still the 
tule should be kept, because in general it is right, and one 
breach of it has, among other things, the consequence of 
weakening the authority of the rule, which we wish to see 
generally observed. But Mill does not deny the possibility that 
sometimes these general moral principles may conflict with 
each other, or may seem inadequate to the complexities of the 
situation, and in this case a direct consideration of the particu- 
lar contemplated action, without reference to general principles, 
may be necessary, and an attempt must be made to assess the 
consequences of this individual act. In general, Moore is in 
complete agreement with this view. But he states more clearly 
than any utilitarian that there can be no certainty attaching to 
moral rules. Since moral rules lay down duties, and since duties 
are determined by consequences, they can never be more than 
probably right, since certainty about the consequences of actions 
is impossible. But in the case of fairly broad types of action, 
such as lying, stealing, or murder, the probability that the con- 
sequences will be harmful are fairly high, and Moore would 
subscribe to the two reasons given by the utilitarians for not 
breaking these general, well-worn moral rules. But he is far- 
more explicit than Mill in allowing that there may be a great 
number of cases in which the only moral rule which would 
apply would be a new or revolutionary rule, or where, owing 
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to the complexity and particularity. of the circumstances, no 
tule can be formulated at all. In such cases, Moore says, ‘The 
individual should rather guide his choice by a direct considera- 
tion of the intrinsic value or vileness of the effects which his 
action may produce.’ Such considerations as this can, he says, 
lead to definite and certain conclusions. That is, you may be 
able positively to assert that if you do a certain action, and if 
the consequences which will probably follow from it do in fact 
follow from it, then you will have produced good rather than 
harm. In this case you must perform the act, if you wish to do 
what is right. There is still an element of probability in your 
assertion, namely the probability that the consequences will be 

as you predict; but there is also, Moore says, the certainty, if 
you give your mind to discovering it, of the intrinsic worth of 
the consequences. Moral rules, then, are basically predictions 
about what will happen. They may therefore always be falsified. y 
Sometimes where there is no stock moral rule to help us, we 
have to make our own predictions and assessments, and in these 
cages we do not and cannot attempt to generalize. Each case is 
decided on its own facts. This theory seems to me to have ex- 
treme beauty and economy, and to fit many of the facts of 


moral life. It succeeds as few other moral theories, except 


Hume’s, do, in allowing for the difference between those cases 


where the possession of a principle, the avoidance of breaking 


a rule, is the paramount consideration (as, for instance, where 
because there is a principle 


we feel we must keep a promise, l 
against breaking promises); and those cases where we feel it miS 


would be immoral to be bound by any ready-made principle, 
since none would be adequate to the situation. We may not 
shar e Moore’s confidence that it is possible to see, ifweattend 
to the matter, what has the property of goodness and what has ` 
not; but that we try to work out in some such way what it is 
right to do seems to me beyond question. 
Finally, in the last chapter, Moore addresses himself to the 
question what things in fact possess intrinsic goodness. The 
method which must be employed, he says, to decide what things 
have intrinsic value and in what degree, is to consider what 
things are such that if they existed by themselves in absolute 
isolation we should yet judge their existence to be good; andto 
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settle the question of degrees of value we must compare these 
isolated things. This, so far, might not seem to give us much 
help; and we feel obstinately inclined to ask how we could know 
when we had come across something with intrinsic value, let 
alone how we should know if we had carried out the comparison 


rightly. For Moore, however, there suddenly seem to be no 
difficulties left (p. 188). 


Once the meaning of the question is clearly understood, the answer 
to it, in its main outlines, appears to be so obvious, that it runs the 
risk of seeming to be a platitude. By far the most valuable things, 
which we know or can imagine, are certain states of consciousness 
which may be roughly described as the pleasures of human inter- 
course and the enjoyment of beautiful objects. No one probably, 
who has asked himself the question, has ever doubted that personal 
affection and the appreciation of what is beautiful in Art or Nature, 
are good in themselves; nor if we consider strictly what things are 
worth having purely for their own sakes, does it appear probable that 


any one will think anything else has nearly so great a value as the 
things which are included under these two heads. 


The rest of the chapter is devoted to a further analysis of these 
intrinsically good things, and a discussion of what things are 
intrinsically bad. The great evils are three in kind: the love of 
what is ugly or bad; the hatred of what is beautiful or good; 
and the consciousness of pain. Moore is aware that his con- 
clusions in this chapter may. seem arbitrary; but since they seem 
to him obviously true, there is no serious sense in which he can 
agree that they are arbitrary. He does, however, agree that they 


are not particularly systematic or unified. But this, he thinks, 
is just the nature of the case. 


To search for ‘unity’ and ‘system’ at the expense of truth is not, I 
take it, the proper business of Philosophy, however universally it 
may have been the practice of philosophers, And that all truths about 

to one another all the various relations which 
may be meant by ‘unity’ can only be legitimately asserted when we 


have carefully distinguished those various relations and discovered 
what those truths are. 


The only two questions which should 


be asked, he concludes, 
of any object of ethical inquiry, 


are first, Has it intrinsic value? 
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and second, Is it a means to the best possible? The results of 

his attempt to reduce the legitimate questions of ethics to these 
` two will, he says, surprise philosophers but he hopes that they 

will be acceptable to common sense. 
| Brief quotation from this final chapter of Principia Ethica 
| cannot convey. the impression of force and passion which 
strikes one as one reads it. But if philosophers were, as Moore 
| predicted, surprised by it, they hid their surprise in total 
silence—perhaps the silence of embarrassment. Moore has 
frequently been spoken of as the philosopher who concentrated 
our attention upon the meaning of the word ‘good’; and who 
exposed most fully the nature of the naturalistic fallacy in 
ethics. This second feat was a matter, it is generally agreed, of 
great importance, although it is also agreed that the fallacy it- 
self, and arguments against it, had occupied the attention of 
English moral philosophers from the seventeenth century. I do 
not of course want to dispute either of these claims to fame. 
But I think that Moore’s concentration on the meaning of the 
word ‘good’ should be considered side by side with his insistence 
that the point of ethics was to state what things are good; and 
his exposure of the naturalistic fallacy should be considered in 
the context of his claim that ‘good’ is the name of a simple un- 
analysable quality of things. Moore was not primarily con- 
cerned to discuss the nature of moral words, nor to analyse 
what does and does not constitute, in general, an ethical argu- 
ment. His concern was simply to find out what things were 
good and what were bad. Not surprisingly, therefore, though 
the final chapter of his book was neglected by philosophers, it 
had a powerful effect upon people actually interested in answer- 
ing these questions. This effect was, it must be admitted, partly 


Produced, not so much by Moore’s actual arguments, as by his 


Personality; but I think there is no passage in all his writing 


which conveys so powerful an impression of personality as this. 
Keynes, in his memoir ‘My Early Beliefs’, has much that is 
extremely sympathetic and extremely funny to say about the 
effect which Moore had upon himself and his contemporaries 
at Cambridge. He quotes from the last chapter of Principia — 
1J. M. Keynes, Two Memoirs, p- 94; Rupert Hart-Davis, London, 
1949. 
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i Ethica, the chapter which he considered contained Moore’s 
religion; and he wrote of it as follows: 


The New Testament is a handbook for politicians compared with 
the unworldliness of Moore’s chapter on the Ideal. I know no equal 
to it in literature since Plato. And it is better than Plato because it is 
quite free from fancy. It conveys the beauty of the literalness of 
Moore’s mind, the pure and passionate intensity of his vision, un- 
fanciful and undressed up. Moore had a nightmare once in which he 
could not distinguish propositions from tables. But even when 
awake, he could not distinguish love and beauty and truth from the 
furniture. They took on the same definition of outline, the same 
stable, solid objective qualities and common sense reality. I see no 
reason [Keynes goes on] to shift from the fundamental intuitions of 
‘ Principia Ethica; though they are much too few and too narrow to 

fit actual experience. That they furnish a justification of experience 
wholly independent of outside events has become an added comfort, 
even though one cannot live today secure in the undisturbed in- 


dividualism which was the extraordinary achievement of the early 
Edwardian days, 
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3 
Intuitionism 


AFTER THE PUBLICATION of Principia Ethica, the climate, in 
England, was on the whole unfavourable to metaphysical specu- 
lation in ethics. It was not so much Moore’s actual arguments 
against the metaphysicians as his whole method of writing, on 
this and other subjects, which seemed to demand that in future 
philosophy must be written carefully, and attention must be 
paid to the actual literal meaning of what was said. I propose 
to consider next a group of writers, who, like Moore, were, 
broadly speaking, intuitionists, and who, like him, renounced 
all claim to deduce an ethical theory from any wide explanatory 
theory of the nature of reality at large. Typical of this group 
were the Oxford philosophers Carritt, Prichard, Ross, and 
Joseph, and in Cambridge, C. D. Broad. I cannot discuss all 
their theories in detail, but by considering the work of two of 
them, Prichard and Ross, I hope to be able to show what kinds 
of methods were used, and conclusions reached. Prichard’s 
publications on moral philosophy were in the form of various 
articles and lectures, which have now been collected and pub- 
lished together in a book entitled Mora 
Writings, intuitionism can be seen in perhaps its most extreme 
form; and since his appeal in making his points is seldom to 
reason but usually to ‘what will seem obvious if the reader 
thinks clearly for a moment’; since, 
follow arguments less often tha 
We are supposed really to t 
matter of some difficulty. T 
what random. 


he result will inevitably seem some- 
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Perhaps the most famous of Prichard’s articles was one pub- 
lished in Mind in 1912, entitled ‘Does Moral Philosophy Rest 
on a Mistake??+ The main purpose of this article was to suggest 
that arguments are out of place in trying to settle the question 
of what obligations we are under; and therefore that moral 
philosophy as hitherto conceived is a non-existent subject. This 
is of course an exaggeration; but it does appear that Prichard 
thought of himself as pioneering to introduce a new version of 
the subject, with new clarity of method and new accuracy. One 
of the most surprising things about the opening paragraphs of 
this article is his apparent unawareness of the existence of simi- 
lar arguments both in Bradley and in Moore. ‘Personally,’ he 
says, ‘I have been led by growing dissatisfaction . . . to wonder 
whether the subject . . . consists in an attempt to answer an 
improper question.’ The improper question is supposed to be 
the demand for reasons why something which has the charac- 

teristic of being obligatory, has this characteristic. All demands, 
he says, for proof that something is a duty are mistaken. This 
view is related to Bradley’s. For Bradley explicitly stated that 
in his opinion the question Why should I be moral? was non- 
sensical both in general, and in particular cases. But the likeness 
to Moore is of course far greater. For Moore’s main purpose 
was, as we have seen, precisely to distinguish those statements 
in morals for which proof could be given from those for which 
it could not. And though he, in Principia Ethica at least, confined 
his attention to the characteristic of goodness, and said that 
statements which ascribed goodness to anything were such that 
proof was impossible, while Prichard’s main concern is with 
the obligatory, still the likeness is considerable; and indeed in 
his later book, Ethics, Moore also was inclined to treat ‘obli- 


- gatoriness’ as another intuitable property. Neither Prichard nor 


Ross seemed to notice any particular debt to Moore. There are 
few references to him in Prichard’s book, and nearly all that 
there are are derogatory. He came off a little better at the hands 
of Ross, who is very careful and fair in his discussions of other 
philosophers. But neither showed any awareness of the close- 
ness, in many essentials, of their own work to his. But perhaps 
it is naive to be surprised at this. Even when considering books 
j 1 Moral Obligation, pp. x sqq. 
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written less than half a century ago, it is absurdly easy to regard 
them as forming a continuous stream of publication, in which 
the later works somehow flow out of those which came before. 
We tend to regard Moore as the source, because of the historical 
accident that Principia Ethica was published at the beginning 
of the century, and because of the powerful impression that he 
makes upon us. It is difficult not to think, not only of the later 
as flowing from the earlier, but of the lesser as at least influenced 
by the greater. But perhaps even ‘influence’ is too strong a word 
to use. In any case, if we were to pursue the sources of in- 
tuitionism, we should have to go back at least as far as Sidgwick, 
which would be beyond the scope of this book. The impression 
remains, however, that Prichard’s article was not quite so 
revolutionary as its title suggests. 

I return now to the article itself. Answers to the question 
‘Why should we do our duty?’ take, he says, one of two forms. 
Either they say that doing it would be for our happiness, or 
alternatively that doing it realizes some good. In the strongest 
cases these two views are combined, and it is suggested that 
happiness is the good to be realized. But, Prichard says, there 
is a gap between the concept of ‘good’ and the concept of ‘what 
I ought to bring about’. It is always possible, when you have 
accepted somebody’s argument that a thing is good, to go on 
to ask ‘But why should I bring it about?’ Prichard considers 
only briefly, in order to reject it, the view that ‘good’ and ‘what 
I should bring about’ mean the same, or are to be defined one 
in terms of the other. In any case that would make no serious 
difference to his case. His point is that ultimately the gap be- 
tween the apprehension that a thing has any characteristic what- 
eyer and the apprehension that it is a duty has to remain 
unclosed. The apprehension that something is a duty is always 
a further step. Moore had defined duty in terms of good, and 
then said that the apprehension of goodness was always a 
further step, beyond the apprehension of the other qualities of ag 
a thing. In his later book, Ethics, he regarded the apprehension 
that something was a duty as separate from the apprehension 
that it was good, and equally irreducible. Prichard, at least in 
this article, is inclined to think that the ultimate quality, which 
cannot be analysed, is that of being a duty. If goodness is a 
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-rather mysterious quality, obligatoriness seems to me even 
more so; but I shall return in a moment to the curious diffi- 
culties into which Prichard gets, through regarding it as a 
property of actions. For the moment let us return to this first 
article. While Bradley appealed to moral consciousness for 
confirmation of his views, Prichard seems to appeal to something 
more like common sense. He does not try to show that there is 
a logical fallacy in identifying obligatoriness with something 
else; he simply maintains that we do not really do it. 


Suppose we ask ourselves whether our sense that we ought to pay 
our debts or to tell the truth arises from our recognition that in 
doing so we should be originating something good, e.g. material 
_ comfort in A or true belief in B, i.e. suppose we ask ourselves 
= whether it is this aspect of the action which leads to our recognition 


that we ought to do it. We at once and without hesitation answer 
‘no’.+ 


Common sense apparently tells us that when we say that some- 


thing is a duty, or should be done, we are reporting what we 
simply see to be so. 


This apprehension is immediate, in precisely the same sense in 
which a mathematical apprehension is immediate, e.g. the appre- 
hension that this three-sided figure, in virtue of its being three-sided, 
must have three angles. Both apprehensions are immediate in the 
sense that in both, insight into the nature of the subject directly 
leads us to recognize its possession of the predicate; and it is only 


stating this fact from the other side to say that in both cases the fact 
apprehended is self-evident. ' 


It is not clear exactly what is meant by ‘self-evident’, but the 
mathematical example seems to show that Prichard regards, 
= moral truths as necessary. He certainly regards them as in- 
dubitable. There has been, he thinks, a parallel in the history 

of epistemology to the mistake he is calling attention to in the 

_ history of morals, namely an insistence on a 


n ; ; sking for proofs 
where none is available. (Like Bradley, he just states the analogy 
between the theory of knowledge and that of morals; but it is 


perhaps his nearest approach to an argument.) In epistemology, 
philosophers such as Descartes have been led, by noticing that 


1 Moral Obligation, p. 4. 2 op. cit. p. 8. 
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we all of us sometimes make mistakes, to raise the question 
whether there can be a proof that, in some cases at least, we are : 
not mistaken. Since in any given case, they argue, it is possible 
to make a mistake, we can never be certain unless we have proof, 
that in the particular case before us we are not mistaken. There- 
fore, Prichard says, these philosophers embarked upon a hope- 
less quest for proof that what we take to be knowledge really is 
knowledge. But, he says, they have overlooked the fact of the 
matter, which is that scepticism is impossible. For since when 
you know something you always and necessarily know also that 
you know it, you cannot be mistaken when you come across 
something that you know. Genuine knowledge carries with it a / 
kind of trade mark such that it is impossible to mistake it for 
anything else. If you know, you can’t be wrong. Descartes had 
just failed to notice the trade mark which knowledge carries. 
In moral theory, then, the same mistake is supposed to occur. 
The demand for proof of the truth of ultimate moral intuitions 
is as nonsensical as the demand for proof in the case of genuine 
knowledge. Once you have gota moral intuition, itis impossible 
to doubt what it is that you have; and anything in terms ofa 
which you tried to prove its truth would be necessarily less cer- 
tain than the intuition itself. Of course it is sometimes possible 
to suffer momentary doubts in matters of behaviour; but these, 
Prichard says, can be easily set at rest by merely thinking of the 


Matter more carefully. 


i 
i 
q 


Suppose we come genuinely to doubt whether we ought to pay our 
previous conviction 


debts, owing to a genuine doubt whether our c 
that we ought to do so is true, a doubt which can, in fact, only arise 
if we fail to remember the real nature of what we now call our past 
= uction; The only remedy lies in actually getting into a situation 
which occasions the obligation, or if our imagination be strong 
enough in imagining ourselves in that situation, and then letting our 


moral capacities of thinking do their work.? 


Prichard elaborates these vie 
essay of this title, which appears in 
apparently designed to form part © 
Subject. In it, he goes into mor 
tween obligation and the happiness of 


1 op. cit. p. 16. 
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hand, and on the other hand the relation between obligatoriness 
and the production of good. The essay contains discussion of 
the views of other moral philosophers, including Plato, Butler, 
Mill, and Kant. My interest in it is solely to call attention to a 
curious refinement of his own view: about obligation which is to 
be found in it. He says that the main question to be answered 
is the question ‘What is being under an obligation to do some 
action?’ There are, he says, two possible answers to this. (1) We 
may say that if X is under an obligation, for instance, to edu- 
cate Y, then the statement, that he zs under this obligation, is 
the ascribing of a predicate to the true subject of the proposition, 
which is the name of an action, viz. educating Y. On this view, 
then, the true analysis of the proposition ‘X ought to educate 
Y would be’‘educating Y is obligatory-upon-X’. Alternatively 
(2) we may hold that the predicate is really to be attached not 
to the name of the action, but to the name of the agent. Thus 
the analysis would be ‘X is obliged-to-educate-Y’. In the earlier 
essay, I think that Prichard would have accepted the first of 
= these analyses, But now he sees a difficulty. For he thinks that 
‘being obligatory-upon-X’ cannot really be the name of a 
quality which is possessed by the education of Y. But ‘ought to 
j exist can be the name of a quality, and so he thinks ‘obligatory- 
___upon-X’ must be said to mean the same as ‘ought to exist’. But, 
i he says, where we say that something ought to be done, we 
d imply that it has not yet been done; thus in this case we imply 
; that the education of Y has not yet been undertaken, and there- 
me fore does not exist. But ‘we can no more either think or assert of 
something which we think does not exist that it ought to exist 
t than we can think or assert anything else about it. Of what we 
_ think does not exist, we can think and assert nothing at all.’ 
Therefore the first analysis would have to become ‘educating 
Y would be something which ought to exist, if it existed’, which 
is to make the original statement hypothetical instead of cate- 
i gorical. Therefore the first interpretation must be rejected. 


This seems to be one of Prichard’s odder intuitions, But he 
repeats it at the end of the essay: 


If this idea were true, there could be no such thing as an obligation 
to do some action until the act is already done, whereas from its very 
nature there can only be an obligation to do an action as long as it is 
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not done. This must be so because though i 
‘ gh it may at first escape our 
Notice, only somethin; ich i i i 
nee y TE g which és can be something which ought or 
pos difficulty is generated by the insistence that being obliga- ; 
el would, if it were a property, be a property like yellowness. ` 
or Prichard could hold with some plausibility that if you say i 
s 


of some non-existent object that it is yellow you must be under- 
shen it did exist, or that 


Stood to mean either that it was yellow w 

It would be yellow if it did exist. But perhaps, equally, the difi- 
culty is caused by thinking of actions as objects which have i 
Kope aes and do or do not exist. In any case, Prichard is 
orced by these considerations to adopt the second analysis of 
the proposition that X is under an obligation to educate Y, 

namely that ‘being-under-an-obligation’ is a quality of X. 
It would be possible to find many more examples of Prichard’s } 
technique applied to problems of moral philosophy, but one | 
, More will be enough. It turns on the very same problem his 


solution of which we have just noticed. In an essay entitled 
Duty and Ignorance of Fact’, which was delivered as a lecture 
to the British Academy in 1932, Prichard considers the follow- 


ing problem, ‘If a man has an obligation, i.e. a duty, to do some 
action, does the obligation depend on certain characteristics of 
in characteristics of his 


the situation in which he is, or on certai 
thought about the situation?” This second solution, that the : 
obligation depends on his thought, Prichard calls the subjective 
view, and it is upon this that he finally decides. His progress 
towards this conclusion is typical not merely of his technique, ` 
but of the method of intuitionism as 4 whole. The first thing to j 
be done, he says, is to ascertain which of the two possible views 
_ better corresponds with the thought of our ordinary life. He ; 
derable plausibility that both the views 


then suggests with consi 

correspond to at least part of our ordinary thought about moral 
Situations. We often think without question that the facts of 
the situation are ‘what render us bound to do the act’... for 
instance to administer a drug which we know would cure a man 
ften think we ought, for in- 


who is ill, On the other hand we 0 
stance, to slow down as we app” 
not because there is traffic on th 
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think there is, or at least may be, traffic. It does not turn out 
not to have been our duty just because there happens to be 
nothing coming this time. Prichard will not allow that, in such 
cases as this, what renders us bound to do the act is a probability. 
Probabilities, he says, are not facts. To speak of a probability 
is just a short-hand way of speaking about our thought about 
the situation. If this is agreed, it is fairly easy to see that the 
subjective view will win. And so it does; but at first there seem 
to be grave objections to it. One objection raised is that on the 
subjective view what is my duty in a given situation may not be 
your duty in the same situation, because our thoughts may be 
different. Another is that, supposing we were omniscient, then 
on this view, if we are bound to do something (to shout to re- 
vive a fainting man is Prichard’s rather surprising example), 
then what renders us bound to shout is not the fact that shout- 
ing would revive him, but our knowledge that it would. Thus 
knowledge is not knowledge of the ground of the obligation, 
but is itself the ground of the obligation. Knowledge of the 
ground of the obligation would, if it existed, consist of know- 
ledge that we knew that shouting would cure the man. Prichard 
then sets about to get over these objections to the subjective 
view. At first he tries reformulating, in general, all statements 
about obligations. He considers what is meant by ‘acting’, and 
he says that ‘we have in the end to allow’ that we mean by 
‘acting’ ‘bringing about the existence of some new state of 
affairs’. This we may do either directly or indirectly. ‘We think 
that in moving our head we bring about a change of place of 
our head directly, whereas in giving a friend the family news 
we bring about his receipt of the news indirectly, i.e. by bring- 
ing about directly certain other changes which in turn cause it.’ 
Confining his attention to those cases of actions which are 
bringing about directly’, even here he thinks that there is a 
further distinction which we all of us make: 


‘In no case whatever, where we think of ourselves 
about something directly, 
bringing about that some: 
activity as having been of 


as having brought 
do we think that our activity was that of 
thing. On the contrary we think of the 

another sort, and mean by saying that we 
brought about directly wh: 


i at we did, that this activity of another sort 
had the change in question as a direct effect. 
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This activity which we really think that we performed is the 


’ activity of ‘setting ourselves’ to bring about the change we did 


bring about. Similarly, if we claim that we can do something 
in the future, what we mean is that we can set ourselves to do 
that thing; and if now we say we are obliged to do something, 
what we mean is not that we are obliged to do it, but that we are 
obliged to set ourselves to do it. This, Prichard admits, is con- 
trary to the implication of ordinary language; but in this case 
ordinary language apparently fails to do justice to what we 
think. If wereformulate the original question about obligation in 
terms of obligation to set ourselves to bring things about, then 
Prichard thinks that the objective view, according to which the 
grounds of the obligation are facts, is rendered less plausible. 
For since it is acknowledged that setting ourself to do something 
may not have any effect at all (we may become paralysed quite 
suddenly), it is less plausible to think that our obligation must 
rest on the fact that what we are obliged to do will have some 
particular effect. It can only rest on the fact that we think it will 
probably have some effect. But the difficulties in the subjective 
view remain. For an obligation to do an action seems, he says, 
to be a characteristic of the action, and therefore cannot depend 
on whether we think it likely that the action has the charac- 
teristic; it must depend on its actually having it. And it makes 
no difference to this difficulty whether we are to characterize 
doing something or setting ourselves to do something as 
obligatory. 

_ Finally, he resolves the di 
sidered already. He decides 


Consider obligatoriness as a C: 


fficulty in the way we have con- 
that it is a mistake after all to 
haracteristic of actions. Rather we 
bligation as a characteristic 


of people. If this is right, and being under an obligation 1s a 
characteristic of ourselves, there is nothing to prevent the pre- 
sence of this characteristic in us being dependent on some 
thoughts we may have about the situation we are in. ‘Indeed,’ 


Prichard says, ‘its existence must depend on some fact about 
ourselves,’ ‘Thus the fundamental difficulty which seemed to 
view has suddenly 


stand in the way of accepting the subjective 
been dissolved. Itremainsonly, Prichard says, to take some actual 


case, to consider what we ought to 


do, and then to ask ourselves — 
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_whether in fact, in that particular case, the subjective or the 


objective view was true. Did we, that is, make our decision on 
the facts of the case, or on what we thought about the facts? 
Here Prichard engagingly tells us that there is little that need 
be said, ‘For we have only to carry out this procedure to find 
not that we are inclined to think, or even that we are of the 
opinion that, but that we are certain, i.e. know that the answer 
turns not on the nature of the situation but on that of our 
thought about it.’ 

So the problem posed at the beginning of the essay is solved. 
We may be inclined to ask why, if this simple introspective 
method was to be so successful in the end, it could not be 
applied at the beginning. But the problem has first to be de- 
fined clearly. Next we have to consider what we would ordin- 
arily think about its solution. If difficulties seem, as they did 
here, to be generated by what we would ordinarily think, we 
have to think further what we really mean when we use certain 
of the expressions involved. At this stage in the argument, 
Prichard is not merely consulting ordinary use, nor what the 
plain man would say. He is prepared to legislate: we ought to 
think of being obliged as a characteristic of people, and not of 
obligatoriness as a characteristic of actions, even if we do not 
think this at first. The reason is that problems are resolved by 
the proper way of thinking, or rather they need never arise. In 
ee to bring out the proper way of looking at the matter he 

ggests that it is better to use the form of words ‘I ought to 
do X rather than the form ‘X is right’. Then, once these con- 
fusions have been cleared out of the way, simple inspection of 
the facts will indeed be sufficient to solve the original problem. 


We have not exactly progressed. It is rather that the object we 
started by looking at has been stripped 


| of its obscuring and 
confusing covers so that now one quick look will be enough to 
tell us its true nature. But all the same, doubts may remain; 
and for two reasons. First we may doubt whether the object 
we were required to look at was really worth it. Do we, or 
can we, care very much about the solution to Prichard’s prob- 
lems? Secondly, we may doubt whether we are really seeing so 
clearly in the end. Prichard pushes us through the argument 


1 op. cit. p. 38. 
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with a great deal of energy. But it is doubtful whether we want ; 
to admit all the things he says we must admit, or whether we 
really do think all the things he tells us we think. It is here that 
the appalling weakness of Prichard’s position lies. If a problem 
is supposed to be solved by the consideration of common sense 
and what people ordinarily think, then not only has the prob- 
lem to be one which people would be ordinarily prepared to 
think about, but what they would ordinarily say and think must 
be truly stated. It is not in fact so easy as Prichard seems to 


think, to say what our moral vocabulary means or what our 
ell to ride roughshod over 


moral concepts are. It is all very w 
ordinary language; this may often be necessary and desirable 
for philosophers. But it is in the highest degree undesirable to 


do this in the name of ordinary language itself. 

With Prichard, then, the intuitive clarity of his conclusions 
turns out to be a fake clarity; and there is a good deal of bluster 
in the assurance with which he finally states the conclusions 


themselves. 

If we turn now to Ross, the tone is very different. I shall dis- : 
cuss, very briefly, Ross’s book The Foundations of Ethics. This i 
was published in 1939, and is based on the Gifford Lectures, ; 


delivered in 1935. Ross says of his book that it is to be a critical 
inmoral theories’. 


study ‘ofthe moral consciousness and ofthe mai orie 
o wide as this description 


Infactthegroundit covers is not quite s i 

might make us hope. But the topics which he selected to discuss 
Were those which seemed central to the whole of this group of 
intuitionist philosophers. The task of moral philosophers, Ross 

held, is to resolve the difficulties into which plain men might i 

fall if they considered, not this or that particular moral prob- d 

, lem, but the status of those moral principles which they would i 

use to settle any moral problem. People may become confused’ j 

by the fact that their principles, none of which perhaps they i 

Want to give up, may conflict in some cases; they may find, for i 

instance, that they cannot tell the truth without endangering d 
someone’s life, or they cannot keep a promise without telling a 

lie. Another source of confusion may be that they see that prin- 

- ciples change at different times, and are different in different i 

societies. It is to the solution of such general difficulties as these 


that moral philosophers should address themselves. 
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As regards the first problem, that of the conflict of principles, 


Ross holds that principles cannot survive if they are taken to 
be absolute. 


The only way to save the authority of such rules is to recognize 
them not as rules guaranteeing the rightness of any act that falls 
under them, but as rules guarantecing that any act which falls under 
them tends so far as that aspect of its nature goes, to be right, and 
can be rendered wrong only if in virtue of another aspect of its 


nature it comes under another rule by reason of which it tends more 
decidedly to be wrong. 


Kant, Ross says, overshot the mark in saying that principles 
could be absolute. But the trouble is that it would be hard not 
to ovetshoot the mark which Ross has set before us. If you 
shoot at all you are sure to go too far. Intuitionism has here lost 
all its dash; we are to be so cautious in stating moral principles 
that they will scarcely serve us as guides at all. The second 
puzzle, that of the relativity of moral principles, is to be dealt 
with by grading principles in order of self-evidence. There are 
some which appear, according to Ross, to be completely self- 
evident, and can never be given up. Such, for instance, is the 
Principle that we should produce as much good as we can. Ross 
does not, I think, mean to suggest that even this principle can 
never conflict with any other, for later he says that it might con- 
flict with the principle of keeping promises. It is only that no 
consideration of the morals of another age or society would 
ever make us doubt whether this is a moral principle at all. No 
doubt this is Correct; at least it is very natural to regard it as 
true by definition that it is a moral duty to produce as much 
good as possible. This at any rate was Moore’s view (though 
admittedly not Ross’s). But just because of the tautological 
nature of this rule, it is not very likely that we shall find any 
disputes centring upon it. The top grade of principles, there- 
fore, even if there are more of them than this one, is not likely 
to be very helpful. The second grade is made up of those prin- 
ciples which can be derived from the first by reference to 
general truths about human nature; the third grade is of prin- 
ciples derived from the first by reference to the particular 
circumstances which obtain in any given period or place; the 
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` fourth and last grade is of principles wrongly derived from the 


first by reference to false opinions about human nature. 
In order to help non-philosophers in these and perhaps other 
ways, Ross says that it is further necessary for philosophers to 
consider moral words, and moral characteristics. Moral words 
should be considered in their actual use; but this study, Ross 
suggests, is more properly lexicography than philosophy. It is, 
as we should by now expect, to the study of moral characteristics 
that the philosopher is really supposed to devote himself. If you 
take any moral characteristic, there seem to be three questions 
which, Ross says, we should answer with regard to it. The first 
question is whether or not it exists at all; the second is what is 
its nature; and the third is what objects are possessed of it. 
Ross himself attempts to answer these questions first about the 
characteristic ‘rightness’ and then about ‘goodness’. To take 
rightness’ first: we are told that it is self-evident that rightness 
exists since it is self-evident that there are many situations in 
which there would be one right thing to do. We see in a moral 
situation a number of prima facie duties, that is, things which 
at first glance seem right, because they fall under some moral 
principle. And because these prima facie duties exist, ‘we see 
that there must be some action which would have a higher 
degree of resultant suitability than any of the other actions that 
could be done in the circumstances, though we may have no 
certainty as to which action would have this characteristic’. 
Regarding a moral situation that is, is enough to assure us that 
there is something which is right, though not to assure us what 
is right, As a matter of fact it is not obvious either that we always 
suppose that there is something which it would be right to do, 
or that we therefore think of rightness as a characteristic of any- 
thing. Ross assumes that we do ind 
Next step is to reflect on the nature of this characteristic. Ross 
examines a number of attempts to define ‘right’, doing for it 
rather what Moore does for ‘good’, and concludes that right- 
Ness is indefinable; and even if it can be put into some more 
general category such as ‘suitability’, its differentia cannot be 
stated, ‘just as while red is a species of colour, what distin- 
guishes it from other colours can be indicated only by saying 
that it is the colour that is red’. As to what things have this 


both these things, and so the. 
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indefinable characteristic, Ross allows that a number of things 
may be said to possess it, but that properly only actions, acts of 
self-exertion, are right. Like Prichard, Ross is inclined to be 
cautious about saying that a whole overt action can be right, 
since he, like Prichard, thinks that the whole complete action 
contains some elements for which we are not responsible, or 
rather that there are some aspects of an action which it is not 
in our power to bring about. Once again, the spectre of para- 
lysis is made to haunt us. It cannot be that moving my arm is 
what is right, since suddenly I may not be able to do so much, 
and still I may have done right. What is right is exerting myself 
or setting myself to move my arm. This is the general nature 
of the things which may qualify to have the characteristic of 
rightness. But Ross goes on to ask how they qualify. This is 
surprising, since we have already been told that rightness is 
indefinable. And, as one would expect, the answer to the ques- 
tion is negative. It is not only, and not always, the fact that they 
lead to the production of good that makes right actions right; 
what it is that makes them right has to be grasped intuitively, 
from a general consideration of the circumstances. Once again 
we are offered the analogy with mathematics: ‘We see the 
predicate, though not included in the definition of the subject, 
to belong necessarily to anything which satisfies that definition.’ 
But Ross suggests that, if anything, we can be more certain of 
the truths of ethics than of the truths of mathematics, since, 
whereas in mathematics we have to make do with diagrams 
which are less than perfect representations of true circles or 
squares, in ethics we can find actual examples of cruelty, 
generosity, promise-keeping, and the other subjects of ethical 
propositions. 5 

_ From ‘right’ Ross moves on to ‘good’, ‘Good’, he says, is used 
in two main senses, “good as means’ and ‘good as an end’ or 
‘good in itself’. Ruling out the first sense as of no interest to 
ethics, Ross sub-divides the second sense into ‘good’ meaning 
worthy of interest’ and ‘good’ meaning ‘worthy of admiration’. 
In both these senses ‘goodness’ is the name of a quality; but in 
the sense of ‘worthy of interest’ it is a quality which can be 
recognized only by reference to tightness, for a thing is good 
in this sense if and only if it is such that interest in it would, if 
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it existed, be ‘right or morally suitable’. The primary quality 
of goodness, however, that is, the quality of being worthy of 
admiration, is recognizable only by a separate intuition. Finally 
Ross tries to throw light on the question what things have this 
characteristic of goodness. The answer is that various interests, 
motives, and desires are the things which possess the charac- 
teristic, Kant was wrong to say that only the disinterested 
desire to do one’s duty was good; Ross suggests instead that it 
is the best of all motives or desires, but may be made better 
still by the addition of some other good motive, such as the 
desire to give pleasure to others, or the desire to improve our 
own characters. 

In the whole book, the only arguments we find are those 
directed to the refutation of the views of other philosophers; 
for Ross, like Prichard and Moore, could not consistently argue 
for views which were supposed either to be self-evidently true, 
or at least certain, if one thought about the matter clearly. But 
Ross does not speak with the passion of Moore nor with the 
frenetic emphasis of Prichard. His is a cool voice simply making 
statements, dividing, sub-dividing, and categorizing. He says 
that we know the truths of ethics as we know the truths of 
mathematics, even perhaps better; but what we know suddenly 
seems to be rather boring: we know that we should do good; 
we know that.we should keep promises, at least as long as 
nothing very important stands in the way of keeping them; we 
know that we should take an interest in the pleasures of others, 
but not in our own pleasures; We know that we should try to 
improve ourselves. Rightness and goodness are the two moral 
Properties with which Ross is concerned. Both of these have 
to be intuitively grasped when they are present in a thing. But 
we can of course, with long experience, come to make inductive 
generalizations about moral matters. For instance, if we have 
frequently observed cases of lying and noticed that among their 
other qualities they have the quality of moral wrongness, then 


we can generalize and say ‘lying is wrong’. This, then, becomes 
a moral rule, if we convert it to the legitimate form we ought 
Not to lie’, and this moral rule binds us, though not absolutely. 
We havea prima facie duty to obey it. If we wish not to, the onus 
is on us to show why not. For of course moral generalizations, 
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like any generalization, are fallible and may not apply exactly 

in every case. So we may have to apply our intuitive fac- 
ulty again to the individual case before us, to see whether 
perhaps, in this case, we can detect moral rightness instead of 
moral wrongness in the lie. Ross is not even certain that right- 
ness is indefinable. He thinks that it is, but he is at least pre- 
pared for us, if we choose, to use a synonym, namely ‘moral 
fittingness, or moral suitability’. These permitted synonyms 
seem to me to be revealing. The intuitive powers which are 
ascribed to us by Ross are very small powers; and they will 
work only in well-worn fields. The concept of the fitting or the 
suitable is a concept properly applied in cases where we know 

our way around pretty well. They suggest a set of conventions, 

any breach of which will be immediately detected by us. They 
suggest, just as Bradley suggested before, that we each of us 
have our place and our position, to which some behaviour is 
proper, some is not. But suppose all these conventions and 
systems break up? Shall we still know what is fitting? I do not 

see how we could be expected to. I do not know what is fitting 
behaviour in a prison camp or in an occupied country, even 
though I may know what is fitting in my role of housewife or 
college tutor, It is not accidental that in both Prichard and Ross 

we notice the examples grow more and more trivial and absurd. 
It is difficult to imagine feeling very greatly exercised about 
l whether to shout to revive a fainting man, whether to slow 
; down as we approach the main road in our car, or whether to 
return the book that we have borrowed. It is no comfort in 
cases like these to be told that we need only set ourselves to do 
them, and that we shall not be blamed if we do not thereafter 
succeed. We do not want comfort in these cases, Perhaps ,if 
Bradley had said that it was enough to set ourselves to possess 
the whole universe, we should have been grateful that we did 
not have to succeed. But when it comes to returning what we 
have borrowed, if not only is this a fair example of our duties, 
but if we need not actually succeed in doing even so much, then 
we begin to feel that the intuitionists’ moral philosophy is 4 
cheat. It does not really deal with the subject we had been led 
to expect. ‘There may always be a Step to be taken between say- 


ing that an action has any characteristic at all and saying that 
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we should do it; and we may need intuition to help us to take 


the step. But if the actions are so obvious or so farcical, the in- 
{ tuition cannot be much of a thing either. If moral philosophy 
~ had always been based on a mistake, perhaps the best course 
would have been to stop doing it. It is certainly difficult to see 
that much more of it could profitably have been undertaken in 


this particular way. 


aid 


4 
The Emotive Theory 


IN 1936, three years before the publication of The Foundations 
of Ethics, Language, Truth and Logic was published. No book 
has more clearly called for metaphorical description. It was 
obviously a bombshell. Ayer made no particular claims to ori- 
ginality. In the preface to the first edition he said: “The views 
which are put forward in this treatise derive from the doctrines 
of Bertrand Russell and Wittgenstein, which are themselves the 
logical outcome of the empiricism of Berkeley and David 
Hume.’ And it is true that the book is firmly in the empiricist 
tradition. But he goes on himself to say that the philosophers 
with whom he was in closest agreement were the logical positi- 
vists; and the tremendous impact of the book was largely due 
to its being the first, and most brilliant, exposition of their 
views to be published in England, 

The book contains one chapter on ethics, which is entitled 
‘Critique of Ethics and Theology’.? It is superbly short, less 
than twenty pages. Ayer’s general contention is, briefly, that 
any statement which has meaning must fall into one of two 
categories. Either it must be analytic, that is necessarily true 
but not concerned with empirical matters of fact; or it must be 
empirical. If it is empirical, it can never be more than probable; 
it is, in fact, a hypothesis. Both the meaning and the probability 
of the hypothesis are established by empirical verification, That 
is to say, if a statement is to qualify for the second category, it 
must be capable of verification by sense-experience. According 
to this theory, then, no statement can be said to have any mean- 


1 Language, Truth and Logic, chapter 6. 
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ing which is not either analytic, or verifiable by observation of 
the world. The propositions of logic and mathematics, and all 
definitions of symbols, fall into the first category; the proposi- 
. tions of science and of ordinary life, in so far as these simply 
state matters of fact, fall into the second category. There are no 
other categories. It can be seen at once that this creates a prob- 
lem for ethics. Ethical propositions, such as that theft is wrong, 
or that generosity is to be encouraged, do not come under 


either of the possible headings. No one would wish to say that 


such statements were analytic; they do not, in Ayer’s words, 
bols in a certain 


‘simply record our determination to use sym 
fashion’. But it would be equally implausible to suggest that 
they were capable of verification by ordinary sense-experience. 
Even the most enthusiastic intuitionist, would never maintain 
that one literally saw or heard the goodness of an action or 
motive. In Chapter 6 of Language, Truth and Logic Ayer sets 
out to deal with this problem. ‘Tt is our business,’ he says, ‘to 
give an account of “judgements of value” which is both satis- 
factory in itself and consistent with our general empiricist 
principles.’ 
Ayer first considers the suggestion that, while ethical propo- 
sitions cannot be directly verified by appeal to sense-experience, y 
yet they can be translated without loss into propositions which 
can be so verified. If this suggestion were accepted, value judge- 
ments would be saved, since they could fit ultimately, though 
not immediately, into the second Glass of meaningful statements. 
Ayer considers two versions of this view, which he calls, re- 
spectively, subjectivism and utilitarianism. Subjectivists hold 


that to say a thing is right is to say that it is generally approved 
of, or alternatively that it is approved of by the speaker. Ayer 
ounds that it cannot mean the same 


rejects this view, on the gr can e j 
e it is possible without 


to say the one as to say the other, since it 1S 
contradiction to say of something that it 1s both generally 


approved of and wrong. And even if the extreme subjectivist 
view is taken, still it is not actually contradictory to say IE 
approve of this and it is wrong. Ayer therefore rejects the con- 
tention that ethical predicates such as ‘right’ or ‘good’ can be 
translated into the empirical predicates ‘approved of by every- 
body’ or ‘approved of by me’. On exactly the same grounds he 
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= rejects utilitarianism. Since it is not actually a contradiction to 
say that it is sometimes wrong to perform the action which 
would cause the greatest happiness, ‘right action’ and ‘action 
causing the greatest happiness’ cannot mean the same. For it 
would be contradictory to say ‘It is sometimes wrong to perform 
the right action.’ It is therefore shown, Ayer thinks, that no 
translation of ethical terms into empirical terms is possible. 

It looks at first as though the only alternative to the natural- 
ism thus rejected is what Ayer calls ‘absolutism’: ‘the view that 
statements of value are not controlled by observation as ordin- 
ary empirical propositions are, but only by a mysterious 
“intellectual intuition” ’. But to accept this would obviously 
be incompatible with the general theory that the only significant 
non-analytic propositions are those which are empirically veri- 
fiable. Therefore Ayer rejects absolutism too and adopts a 
third theory. Ethical concepts are agreed to be unanalysable 
but this is because they are not real concepts at all. They are 
‘pseudo-concepts’. The predicates used in value judgements 
are not proper predicates; they do not stand for qualities of 
things which can be picked out by the senses. 


And So, if nothing is stated in any given proposition except that 
somethi i 


u that a pure value 
y as a meaningful statement at all, It 


son that it is not a 
, be verified, ‘If a 
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ea what itsays is trueor false.’ Itfollows further, 
Š view, that it is impossible for two people to contra- 
dict each other on points of morals (or indeed of aesthetics 
either, for all value judgements are analysed in the same way). 
Nor am I contradicting myself if I say first that something is 
right and then that it is wrong. All I am doing by using the 
words ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ is expressing my ethical feelings. I 
am not stating that I have certain feelings, for if I were, I could 
contradict myself in saying that I had them and that I did not 
have them at the same time. But expressions of feeling are not 
assertions, and though they may suggest a contradiction (as 
laughing and crying together might be thought to), they cannot 
actually contradict each other. Tt is not possible, therefore, to 
argue about questions of value; the most we can do is continue 
to express ourselves, and give vent to our emotions. 

This, then, is the bald statement of Ayer’s-view, which he 
offers as an alternative to both absolutism and naturalism. In 
passing, Ayer adds a further refinement, which turns out, in the 
later development of the theory, to be very important. ‘It is 
worth mentioning,’ he says, ‘that ethical terms do not serve 
only to express feeling. They are calculated also to arouse feel- 
Ing, and so to stimulate action. Indeed some of them are used 
in such a way as to give the sentences in which they occur the 
effect of commands.’ He goes on to distinguish ethical terms 
One from another by the forcefulness of the command con- 
tained in the meaning of each. Thus ‘duty’ contains an em- 
phatic command, ‘ought’ a less emphatic one, and ‘good 
Contains scarcely any element of command at all. 


1 
It is obvious that what we have in Language, Truth and Logic 
han a complete theory. 


is a sketch ical theor, rather t. 
phot oe } iderable number of 


In the years that followed there was a considerable 
articles by various philosophers, all of them filling in the gaps, 


and elaborating the details of this kind of theory. But, though 
T shall say something about some of these in the second half of 
this chapter, I want to stop for a moment to consider the theory 
as it was presented by Ayer. It is not unfair to him, I think, to 
regard this chapter as a state 


argument, and a view whic! 


ment of view rather than as an — 
h could properly be said to be that 
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of a school of philosophy. It is part of the measure of the im- 
portance of his book that no sooner was it published than it 
seemed that emotivists in ethics were everywhere. They had 
not been converted by the book; it was their creed already. For 
instance thirteen years before Language, Truth and Logic came 
out, Ogden and Richards published their famous book, T) he 
Meaning of Meaning. They first introduced the word ‘emotive 
and used it in just the way that Ayer did. And their ethical 
theory, being derived from the same sources, and the outcome 


of the very same influences, is, even verbally, very close to his. 
One quotation will be enough to show this: 


‘Good’ is alleged to stand for a u 
[which] is th 


stands for nothing whatever, 


makes no difference whatever to our 
reference, When, on the othe: 
tion of ‘is red? to 


‘The extreme simplicity of Ayer’s remarks about ethics (which 
he himself called attention to in the preface to the 1947 edition 
of the book), as well as their brevity, made them peculiarly 


Suitable as dogma, and this is what €motivism, in one form or 
another, became, 


y. The verification principle en- 
metaphysics; and with metaphysics 


cligion. Even ethical and aesthetic 
1 The Meaning of Meaning, Pp. 125, 
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propositions were, as we have seen, said to be literally meaning- 
less. It is not surprising that people felt called upon to defend 
_ their most deeply held convictions. Moreover, the whole point 
of the book was polemical. No doubt Ayer aimed to upset 
People, and he admirably succeeded. But by now we can dis- 
tinguish this temporary and therapeutic aim from the question 
of the actual truth or falsity of the doctrines. We can try to 
interpret the language of ‘pseudo-concepts’ and ‘nonsense’ 
soberly, and without emotion. No doubt the verification prin- 
ciple, as a theory of meaning, was grotesquely narrow and 
limited in its applicability. But our concern here is not with this 
general question but with the emotive theory of ethics itself. 
And this leads to my second preliminary, point. In the chapter 
on ‘Ethics’, Ayer, perhaps unwisely, presents his case for emo- 
tivism as though it rested primarily on a desire to find an 
ethical theory which would not conflict with the general veri- 
fication doctrine. He wrote almost as if any theory would do, 
so long as it was consistent with the rest of the book. In par- 
ticular, he appears to reject what he calls absolutism on the 
grounds that to accept it ‘would undermine the whole of our 


main argument’. Criticisms of the emotive theory have there- 


fore sometimes taken the form simply of criticisms of the veri- 


fication principle, in the mistaken belief that if this were re- 
futed, there would be no further reason for even considering 
an emotive theory. Thus Ross in The Foundations of Ethics 
seems to regard the emotive theory as an attempt to ‘discredit 
ethics’, which would never have been undertaken if it had not 
been for the demands of logical positivism as a whole. Both 
Parts of this criticism are misguided, though both are under- 
_ Standable, considering the general iconoclastic tone of Language, 
Truth and Logic. In the introduction to the second edition, 
Ayer notices that Ross and others have treated the ethical 
theory as though it were a mere corollary of the verification 
principle, and he denies that this is so. He says that even if the 
verification principle is rejected there are still good reasons for 
accepting an emotive theory of ethics. But naturally he cannot 
there go into the question of what these good reasons are. But 
at any rate it is clear that we are justified in considering the 


theory by itself and on its own merits. It is not mere iconoclasm, 
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nor is it a theory just put together for the purposes of a particu- 
lar argument. It is far more plausible and more serious than 
either of these descriptions would suggest. Of course there is 
an important connexion between the emotive theory, and 
Ayer’s general epistemological views. It is only the particular 
Presentation of the connexion which might be called into 
question. ; 
The most obvious feature of the theory is its firm rejection 


of naturalism. Moore’s formula for the rejection of naturalistic 
and other definitions of ‘good’ 


contradiction that it was good, and therefore you could not be 
using D as equivalent to good. Ayer argues, that is, that it 
makes sense to deny of 
that it is good; Moore argues that it makes sense in eve: 
to raise the question of denying it. Thus Ayer, like Moore, bases 
his rejection of naturalism on logical grounds. It would be per- 
fectly open to him to use the phrase ‘naturalistic fallacy’; and 
ome to be used far more often than not 

sort of emotive theory, in which the 
§ a naturalistic definition of ethical terms 
terms are emotive, or at any rate non- 
descriptive, This leaves the question whether they can be de- 
€d at all somewhat unclear, Ayer, whose version of the theory 
we are still considering, is careful to distinguish normative, or 


use ‘good’ properly, then in using 
feelings. In this use ‘good’ cannot 


€, necessarily, But 
that is not to say that I could not be taught when i 
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ejaculations, and these can be explained. Saying “That’s bad’ 
when I felt pleased by something would be inappropriate and 
misleading in exactly the same way as saying ‘hooray’ when I 
stubbed my toe would be. ‘Hooray’ or ‘damn’ cannot be defined, 
because they do not stand for characteristics of things. When 
we utter them we are not stating facts about things but ex- 
pressing our feelings. The names of feelings can of course be 
defined, and in using them I am making factual statements. 
Thus, if I say ‘I am very much put out,’ 
or false, Another way of saying that it may, is to say that ‘very 
much put out’ stands for a concept, and concepts can be 
analysed. But ‘damn’ does not stand for anything. The position 
of ethical terms is the same. 
It can perhaps be seen now 


and Moore is far and away greater and tant than : 
the agreement between them. In spite of the close similarity in 


the actual form of their rejection of naturalism, even their pur- 
poses in rejecting it are wholly different. Moore’s main concern 
is to state what are the things which are good in themselves. His 


interest in the language of ethics is simply preliminary to this. 


He needs to expose the mistakes of others in their treatment of 


the concept of ‘goodness’, in or 
this truth is not primarily a truth about words at all, but a 


genuinely ethical truth. This fact cannot be too strongly empha- 
sized. Those philosophers who conceive the business of ethics 
to be the analysis of the language of morals are not following 
Moore, though they may claim to do so; but they are, on the 
other hand, in the true logical positivist tradition. Ayer is per- 
fectly explicit about the task of moral philosophy. He divides 
ethical propositions into four main classes. There are proposi- 
‘tions which express definitions of ethical terms, there are 
propositions which describe moral experience, there are ex- 
hortations to virtue, and finally there are actual ethical judge- 
ments, that such and such a thing is good or is bad. ‘In fact,’ 
he says, ‘it is easy tO see that only the first of our four classes, 
namely that which comprises the propositions relating to the 
definitions of ethical terms, 


philosophy.’ Descriptions of moral experience are matters for 
psychology or anthropology; and the two remaining classes 


that the difference between Ayer 
more important than is 


what I say may be true . 


der to expound the truth; and ` 


can be said to constitute ethical | 
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turn out really to be one. For exhortations to virtue would 
doubtless be agreed not only to urge other people to action, but 
also to express the speaker’s feelings about the action; and we 
have already seen that ethical judgements proper, when ana- 
lysed, emerge as combined expression of feeling and command 
or exhortation. Now it was absolutely to be expected that Ayer 
should regard the function of moral philosophers in this light. 
It is demanded by his theory of the function of philosophy in 
general. In the preface to the first edition of Language, Truth 
and Logic, having explained that any proposition which fails to 
pass the test of empirical verifiability is literally senseless, Ayer 
says ‘it will be found that much of what ordinarily passes for, 
philosophy is metaphysics (i.e, senseless) according to this 
criterion and, in particular, that it cannot be significantly 
asserted that there is a non-empirical world of values...’ and 
he adds that the philosopher’s function is ‘to clarify the pro- 
Positions of science by exhibiting their logical relationships and 
by defining the symbols which occur in them’. The moral 
philosopher, then, has first to show that the propositions of 


Principles of Human Knowledge, 
‘ends of language’ and Suggested t 
the communicating of ideas, ‘Ther 
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of some passion, the exciting to or deterring from some action, 
the putting the mind in some particular disposition.’ And 
Berkeley mentions the word ‘good’ and the word ‘danger’ as 


examples of words which may be so used. The word ‘good’ may 
here being any particular characteristic 


raise a passion without t! 
e important is the tradition 


which is referred to by its use. Mor 
of Hume. Hume insisted that moral judgements were neither 
necessary and a priori, nor were they descriptions of any actual 
feature of the world. All that there really is in the world is a 
series of sense impressions, and whereas we have actual sense 
impressions of the physical characteristics of things, their moral 
value is not among these characteristics. When, therefore, we 
use ethical or aesthetic terms we are not directly referring to 
things in the world, but to our own attitude towards these 
things. We have seen that Ayer rejected what he called the 
subjectivist view that to say something is good is the same as to 
say that it is approved of, and I suppose that this is the doctrine 
he would ascribe to Hume. In fact I think Hume did not mean 
precisely this, but for our present purposes the details of his 
doctrine are irrelevant. What is clear is that Ayer shares Hume’s 
basic conviction that value is not part of the world. This is the 


fundamental feature of those empirical theories of morals which 
in the twentieth century 


Have had the most powerful influence 
and whose most dramatic statement is to be found at the end of 
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus: 
The sense of the world side the world. In the world 
everything is as it is and happens as it does happen. In it there is no 
value—and if there were it would be of no value. If there is any value 
which is of value, it must lie outside all happening and being so. For 
, all-happening and being so is acci 


must lie out: 


idental. 


nally interested only in 


They thought that such dis- 
1 from other uses of 


that these other uses, in so 


The logical positi 
scientific, fact-stating discourse. 
course could be marked off once an 


language, and they further thought € 
far as they often masqueraded as fact-stating when they were 


not, were actually vicious. This explains the hostility, in Lan- 


2 i ‘ 
guage, Truth and Logic, implicit in such expressions aS, pseudo- 
concepts’ and so on. This explains why Wittgenstein in the 
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Tractatus said that there could be no propositions of ethics. It 


1 Mind, Volume XLVI, PP. 14 sqq. 
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the word ‘emotive’. He describes this theory as a kind of interest 
theory; that is, it is related to the theories of Hobbes and Hume. 
But whereas traditional interest theories have assumed. that 
ethical statements are descriptions of existing states of interest 
(for instance that the speaker approves or that people in general 
approve of whatever is under discussion), the emotive theory 
recognizes that ‘the major use of ethical judgements is to create 
an interest’. It is the emphasis upon description, he says, 
which renders all the traditional theories irrelevant as analyses of 
the word ‘good’. All this is familiar. There is nothing here, 
except the air of caution and moderation, which is not in 
Language, Truth and Logic. But Stevenson gocs on to raise two 
further questions of considerable importance. The first is the 
question how an ethical sentence acquires its power, and the 
second is, what this influence has to do with the meaning of the 
sentence. It is to this second question that he goes on to address 


himself. 

Stevenson starts by disting 
dynamic use of words. It is impor 
nothing about the meaning of words, 
uses to which they may be put. Thu 
panion has a horror of moths, I may 
what I see, nor even to inform him that there is a moth in the 
railway carriage, but specifically in order to get him to leave. 


Stevenson does not deny that in such a case the word ‘moth’ 
does also describe or inform; in fact its dynamic purpose would 
fail if its ordinary meaning were not understood. His point 1s 


simply that we may use the very same words either to inform, 
or.to arouse sympathy, or to drop hints, and so on. He defines 
the meaning of a word as the psychological causes and effects 
with which its utterance tends to be associated. The meaning, he 


says, is a causal or dispositional property of the word. There is 
then, on this interp a kind of meaning 


retation of meaning, 
particularly associate This is to be called 


d with dynamic uses. 
emotive meaning. (The te 


rm, as we have seen, was originally 
used by Ogden and Richards in The Meaning of Meaning, but it 
soon passed into current phil 


meaning of a word is 


uishing the descriptive from the 
tant that he is so far saying 
put only about the various 
s, if I know that my com- 
say ‘moth’ not to describe 


osophical language.) “The emotive 
the tendency of a word, arising through the 


these requirements, and this is the sense analysed by the help of - 
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history of its usage, to produce (result from) affective responses 
in people’, and again, 

Certain words, because of their emotive meaning, are suited to a 
certain kind of dynamic use—so well suited, in fact, that the hearer 
is likely to be misled if we use them in any other way. The more 


pronounced a word’s emotive meaning is, the less likely people are 
to use it purely descriptively. 


The relation between dynamic use and emotive meaning is con- 
tingent, not necessary. But it is a very important relation. If in 
defining a word with emotive meaning, such as the word ‘good’, 
the emotive element of the meaning is left out, people are 
deceived into thinking that the word is most often used descrip- 
tively, while in fact it is most often used dynamically. Stevenson 
goes on to apply this general principle to the particular question 
of defining ‘good’. He concludes that it is impossible to define it 
exactly; for in any proposed analysis of its meaning the emotive 
element, though it may not be left out, will be distorted, Thus he 
suggests that the meaning of ‘This is good’ is more or less the 
same as the meaning of ‘I like this. Like it as well.’ But in the 
latter phrase the element of command is explicit, whereas in 

it is implicit. The emotive force of ‘This is good’ 
is therefore subtle while in the supposed analysis it is crude. 


Nevertheless, Stevenson is not worried by the ultimate failure to 
find an exact equivalent for ‘good’. 
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and this too is plainly satisfied. If I am commanding you to like 
something by telling you that it is good, the question how I get 
to know that it is good need not arise. On the other hand 
empirical investigations are not wholly ruled out by this analysis 
since I may offer reasons for issuing the command, and what I 
give as reasons may be checked by empirical means. Thus if I 
say ‘This book is good, because it will make you laugh,’ while 
you cannot verify the command aspect of my statement, you can 
find out whether or not the book does make you laugh. Finally 
Stevenson, like Ayer, insists that the function of moral philo- 


sophy is precisely to do what he has embarked on in this article, 


to analyse the meaning of ethical terms. 


If ‘X is good’ is essentially a vehicle for suggestion, it is scarcely a 
statement which philosophers, any more than many other men, are 
called upon to make. To the extent that ethics predicates the ethical 
terms of anything, rather than explains their meaning, it ceases to 


be a reflective study. 


r moral philosophy are either to 
tell people what things are good, which it has no right to do, or 
to tell people what ‘good’ means, which Stevenson has done. 
In the next year, Stevenson published two more articles in 
Mind, both of which were intended to show the emotive 
theory in action, that is in its application to some of the tradi- 
tional problems of moral philosophy. The articles were entitled 
‘Ethical Judgments and Avoidability’, and ‘Persuasive Defini- 
tions’. Both were of the greatest importance, in that they filled 
in yet more details of the theory, and laid down very clearly the 
path which moral philosophy was supposed to take, if it was to 


continue in the empiricist tradition. 
and Avoidability’, Stevenson examined 


In ‘Ethical Judgments 
hat it is only of avoidable actions that it 


the normal assumption t 
4 is proper to use ethical predicates such as ‘good’ or ‘bad’. He 
argues that the true reason for this is that ethical predicates, 


being intended primarily to influence conduct, would be inef- 
fective, if they were applied in cases where the agent could not 


avoid acting in the way he did. 
But he is careful to allow that, though the normal use of 


1 Mind, Volume XLVII, pp. 45 599- and 331 sqq- 
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ethical words, like any other words, can be put to a great 
number of different uses. But I suspect that Stevenson has here 
partially lost sight of the distinction between the meaning of 
words and their use for a certain purpose; for I do not think he 
would want to suggest that, for instance, this snobbish use of 
ethical words was part of their permanent meaning. 


re serious is Stevenson’s 
failure to make convincing the central thesis of the article, that 


n a certain way that we 
cannot apply them to certain things, for instance causally deter- 


` natural to object to this 


; i part might still be called for by anything 
whatever, avoidable 


disgust at things, such as cockro 


This case does, incidentally, 


h S bring out a difference of em- 
phasis, which I think becomes mi 


ore and more marked, between 
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the first, crude formulation of the emotive theory, as stated by 
Ayer, and its refined form in Stevenson’s articles. In Ayer’s 
version of the theory, as we have seen, the main function of 
ethical words was said to be to evince or express feelings, and 
Ayer noticed only more or less in passing that they might also 
function to arouse similar feelings in others. In this second 
article of Stevenson’s it is particularly clear that, in his view, the 
main function of ethical language is to influence other people. 
And though in the first article he had tentatively suggested as an 
analysis of ‘good’ ‘I like this, do so as well,’ the first part of this 
analysis tends increasingly to be left out of account. This is not 
really surprising. In the first place the word ‘emotive’ itself 
naturally means ‘producing’ rather than ‘expressing’ feelings. 
Secondly, ethical terms, whatever Ayer may have said about 
them, are so unlike mere expressions of feelings, that this part of 
the theory, which was more difficult to justify, tended to get left 


out in its later developments. s 
Stevenson’s third article, entitled ‘Persuasive Definitions’, 
which also appeared in Mind during 1938, was even more im- 
an amplification of the emotive 


portant than its predecessor as n ent 
theory. Stevenson starts by defining a persuasive definition as 


one which gives a new conceptual meaning to a familiar word, 
without substantially changing its emotive meaning, and which 
is used ‘with the conscious or unconscious purpose of changing 
the direction of people’s interests. The words which mostly 
come in for definition of this kind are those which have a 
relatively vague ‘conceptual’ meaning but a very rich emotive 
meaning. People then seek, Stevenson says, to bestow on the 
word the qualities of their own choice. They steal, as it were, 
the good will (or bad will) which belongs to the word, and use it 
for their own ends. The conceptual content of the word may be 
so indefinite that it may manifest itself only in a feeling that at 
least one thing must not be left out in the new definition. 
Aristotle’s treatment of 
a case which Stevenson could use. There is little left of the 
‘conceptual’ meaning, except that the word is felt to be neces- 
sarily associated somehow or another with pleasure, so that no 
definition would pass which did not accommodate the idea of 


pleasure. But apart from t 


the Greek word for happiness would be’ 


hat, Aristotle makes few concessions 
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_ and ends with the definition ‘an activity of the soul in accordance - 
_ with virtue’, for which he makes use of the richly emétive word 
~ ‘happiness’ which everyone agrees is the thing to be aimed at. 
Examples could, of course, be multiplied. Stevenson is very 
careful to point out that the use of persuasive definitions is only 
one among many possible ways in which people may seek to 
influence other people and to change their interests. His con- 
tention is only that it is one of the most important methods in 
philosophical contexts, and this partly because it has so often 
been employed unknowingly. But if one’ 


Ate om : m it they can both 
call it just; but it is more likely that they will continue z, Ae 


does not follow from the law, but 
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whether the law is just. This kind of disagreement, then, turns 
into a genuine disagreement in interest, in which one party 
wishes to recommend laws whose consequences are A and B, 
while the other prefers laws whose consequences combine C 
with B. Even if they find out that it is wrong to say that the 
particular law does lead to C, while it is true that it leads to A 
and B, they may still argue about the justice of the law, even 
though ‘conceptually speaking they have located no point of 
disagreement’. This disagreement is of the kind that no empirical 
method will be capable of solving. In analysing the meaning of 
such ethical terms as ‘just’, Stevenson suggests that it will 
usually be necessary to expose what factual elements are, in any 
given use of the word, being incorporated into its meaning. That 
is to say, at the beginning of any discussion of justice, for in- 
stance, or of generosity, or any other relatively specific ethical 
term, it will be necessary to set out clearly what definitions of 
these terms are being assumed. If this is done, the sting will be 
drawn from the persuasive definitions, since they will be revealed 
for what they are. These analyses he refers to as ‘the second - 
pattern of analysis’. He distinguishes them from the analysis 
which he recommended for the word ‘good’ in the first of his 
articles. There he suggested that the word ‘good’ had practically 
ho factual content, but that its analysis was more or less of the 


form ‘I like this. Like it as well’ where nothing except interests 


were alluded to. At the end of the third article, he suggests 
that this first pattern of analysis is suitable for all highly generic 
ethical or aesthetic words, of which of course ‘good’ is the best 
example in both fields, while the second pattern will most 
probably be needed to deal with any more specific word in | 
either field. But he also suggests that the desirability of using 

one pattern or the other cannot be laid down in advance of any 


particular argument. 
Jt can now perhaps 
and improved upon the doct: 
Meaning and, with more force, 
The main improvement was 
ethical terms which he thought 
conceptual content, and those w! 
some. His first pattern of analysis, 


be seen in what ways Stevenson developed 

rine sketched in The Meaning of 
in Language, Truth and Logic. 

the distinction between those 
had practically no factual or 
hich he thought had at least 
thought to be sufficient for — 
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‘good’, does not essentially differ from Ayer’s. It is the same 
view of the meaning of ‘good’ which we noticed was to be found 
in Berkeley. Even here Stevenson did embark on the valuable 
distinction between the dynamic use of the word and its more 
permanent emotive meaning. And he did, as I pointed out above, 
insist more upon the truly emotive function of the word, as 

against its supposed expressive function, than Ayer had. This, 

too, seems to me to be an improvement. In the second pattern of 
analysis, on the other hand, he introduces far m 


complexity of moral discou: 
for in the theo 


s not the only 
and that words like ‘just’ 
d, though it is apparently 
ver and over again. Finally, 
nitions, Stevenson makes 

S, but the reasons which 
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fallacy, a wrong attempt to define ‘good’, which was indefin- 
able, there Stevenson would point to a case of ‘persuasive 
definition’. This insistence that ethics cannot be translated into 
non-ethical language, that every attempt to do so is a cheat, is 


the most fundamental principle of the emotive theory. As I. 


have suggested already, the subsequent history of moral philo- 
sophy in England reveals philosophers as almost obsessively 
concerned with the details of this anti-naturalistic campaign. 
Sometimes it may seem that the doctrines of the emotive theory 
o obvious to be worth such serious and long- 
g that they are obvious is 
with which 


are almost to 
drawn-out investigation. But the feelin 
largely due to the extreme patience and lucidity 
Stevenson presented them. 


In 1945, Stevenson published a book called Ethics and Lan- 


guage which for.some years became the bible of the emotive 
theory. In some ways, however, the earlier articles which are 
incorporated more or less in full into the book, are more inter- 
esting. They are certainly very much more readable. The book 
seems to me to suffer from inflation and from a resulting 
failure of impact, compared with the articles. It is as if Steven- 
son had become over self-conscious about methodology and 
there is a good deal of reflexive commenting upon his own pro- 
cedures, which add little or nothing to the actual ethical theory. 
The book turns upon the distinction which was already con- 
tained in the articles between the ‘first pattern of analysis’ of 
‘ethical terms, in which little or nothing is involved except the 
laying bare of the interests or feelings expressed, and the ‘second 
pattern’ in the course of which the ‘conceptual content’ of the 
terms have also to be clearly stated. But I do not intend to say 
any more about this, or indeed to discuss the book at all. Instead 
I want to look a little more closely at the history of the theory 
before Stevenson. For not only was he influenced by the early 
Wittgenstein, and the logical positivists, as Ayer was, but, in 
addition, he acknowledges a considerable debt to the American 
philosophers Dewey and Ralph Barton Perry. In order therefore 
to make the history of moral philosophy anything like complete 


it is necessary to take int 
these philosophers. 


Dewey was, broadly speaking, a pragmatist, His influence on 


o account, however briefly, the work of 
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American philosophy has been considerable, though I think he 
has never exported very well. There are several of his writings 
which are concerned with ethics, and in particular with the 
problem of how to distinguish ethical from non-ethical terms. 
The earlier pragmatists, in particular William James, had held 
that all possible different kinds of value judgements were 
Judgements of means to ends. To say that anything of any kind 
was good was to say that it was both fitted for some special 
purpose, and that it was conducive to the general end of action, 
namely ‘the good’. But this account was extended to cover not 
only value judgements ordinarily so called, but all judgements 
whatever. For ‘true’ and ‘real’ were also to be viewed as parts of 
‘the good’; they were each a particular kind of satisfaction of 
desire. Therefore any fact whatever would be judged by the 
same standard. If I state that something is red, or if I state that 
it is good, what I say will be allowed to be true if regarding it as 
red or regarding it as good are conducive to the satisfaction of 
desires of different kinds. Thus the distinction between judge- 


ments of value and judgements of fact has been obliterated, (The 


fullest statement of this view is perhaps to be found in William 


James’s Philosophical Conceptions and Practical Results published 
in 1898.1) Dewey was seeking to reintroduce this very distinc- 
tion. F 

But even Stevenson is bound to admit that 
always write in a way that lends itself to one an 
pretation’, and therefore I 
what I believe his views to 
of finality of inter 


‘Dewey does not 
d only one inter- 

cannot hope to do more than state 
have been without claiming any kind 
pretation. In a book entitled The Quest for 
2 Dewey made a dis- 
ich serve to ‘give mere 


A judgement [he says] about what is to be desired and enjoyedis... 
a claim on future action; it Possesses a de jure and not merely de facto 
quality... . It is in effect a judgement that the thing ‘will do’. It 
involves a prediction; it contemplates a future in which the thing 
* Berkeley, Calif., 1898. 
? Minton, Balch, N.Y., 1929; 
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will continue to serve; it will do. It asserts a consequence that the 
thing will actively institute; it will do. 

Part of the trouble with this passage is undoubtedly the style, 
which seems to owe more to Henry than to William James. 
But the main point may be made as follows: There is a kind of 
prediction involved in giving a scientific description of a thing, 
namely that the thing will continue to behave in a certain way 
and that we shall reach the truth about it if we describe it in a 
certain way. The fact that the truth, even about matters of 
science, is partially relative to our purposes need not here be 
taken into account. The prediction involved in a judgement upon 
the value of a thing is of a different kind. It is the prediction that 
the thing in question will become an end (or will become some- 
thing to be avoided), and will therefore direct human activity in 
the future. An ethical judgement, that is, is a judgement that the 
speaker likes an object and that he regards it as fit to be liked in 
future, by himself and other people. ‘Moral science,’ Dewey 
says (and he presumably means the knowledge of what things 
are good and what are bad), ‘is not something with a separate 
province. It is physical, biological and historic knowledge placed 


in a human context where it will illuminate and guide the 


activities of men.’ Thus the distinction between judgements of 
has very properly been 


value and judgements of fact, while it 
reintroduced, is not regarded as a sharp or absolute one. Both 
types of judgement involve predictions, but in describing their 
objects in different terms they concentrate upon different aspects 
of the future to predict; they concern themselves with different 
human purposes. While scientific knowledge does in fact illu- 
minate and guide the activities of men, ethical knowledge jis 
specifically intended to do this and nothing else. Good, sober 
ethical judgements, therefore, will be those made with an eye to 
the consequences of actions which it is thought useful and sen- 
sible to pursue. The actions which are likely to have most of 
these desirable consequences will be those for which terms of 
praise will be reserved. 
Stevenson, while acknowledging his debt to Dewey, and 
agreeing with him in regarding ethical judgements as par- 
ticularly intended to redirect attitudes, criticizes him for ‘ab- 


sorbing emotive meaning into predictive suggestion’. He thinks 
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it is odd that Dewey, ‘whose views so readily Suggest a quasi- 
imperative element in ethics . . . should have been so neglectful 
of emotive meaning’. He further criticizes him for over-em- 
phasizing, as a consequence of this neglect, the degree to which 
empirical methods would be conclusive in setting ethical dis- 
putes. To take this second criticism first, it does not seem to me 
true to say that Dewey was committed to the belief that em- 
pirical methods alone could settle ethical arguments. No doubt 
he did think that the most important feature in any ethical 
judgement was the regard which such judgements necessarily 
paid to the consequences of the action judged. But part of the 
point of his theory, as I understand it, is that not only are con- 
Sequences predicted, to which, of course, empirical investiga- 
tion is relevant, but these consequences are also themselves 
assessed; and to assess them is to adopt a certain attitude to- 
wards them which is not a matter of empirical investigation. 
One quotation, again from The Quest for Certainty, may serve to 
show that this is his view: ‘Men like some of the consequences 
and dislike others. Henceforth . . . attaining or averting similar 
Consequences are aims or ends. These consequences constitute 
the meaning and value of an activity as it comes under delibera- 
tion.’ Not only has one to determine what the consequences of 


an action will be; one has also to assess them, This at least seems 
clear. I regard this part of Stevenson’s criticism, therefore, as 
misplaced. As for his general complaint that Dewey unduly 
neglects emotive meaning, 


e my sympathies here again are rather 
with Dewey. Stevenson s 
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ence between ethical and non-ethical terms can be most clearly 
indicated in the difference between describing something fac- 
tually, ‘descriptively’, and describing it emotively, in such a way 
as to influence people’s attitudes towards it. The logical posi- 
l tivists’ insistence that ethical language was strictly meaningless 
derived from the fact that a non-ethical description could be 
empirically checked, while an ethical one could not. The world is 
regarded as totally composed of facts, of happenings and being 
so, which can be properly described in one and only one way. 
All language which obscures the bare structure of these facts is 
at best misleading. Ethical words are marked off as failed 
descriptions; and in order to bring out this character in them, 
it is necessary always to represent them as being used quasi- 
descriptively—that is to denominate things good or bad. Only 
so can the real distinction between ‘good’ and ‘red’ be brought 
out. This, therefore, leads to these philosophers’ interest in how 
I would describe your action; their world seems peopled with 
judges or schoolmasters, perpetually assessing and grading the 
conduct of others. Of course they would say that whatever 
they claim.of these pseudo-descriptions could be applied mutatis 
mutandis to the judgements one makes about one’s own future 
conduct, that is to one’s own inner debates about what to do. 
‘But they seldom make the necessary changes, and we remain 
short of examples. In any case, it is far from clear that the 
process of deciding what to do is exactly like the process of 
judging somebody else’s actions. 

This is one reason, then, which Stevenson himself calls atten- 
tion to, which may have influenced Dewey to neglect the emo- 
tive or imperative force of ethical words. It is less easy to think 
of someone perpetually trying to influence his own tastes, 
judgements, and actions by applying the pressure of emotive 
language than itis to think of someone’s doing this for somebody 
else. The other reason why Dewey may have failed, in Steven- 
son’s view, to pay enough attention to the emotive meaning of 
ethical terms is that perhaps he did not actually think it im- 
Stevenson himself suggests that perhaps his 
‘seeming omission of emotive meaning is rather a failure to 
abstract it out and emphasize it’. He can hardly have been 
unaware that some words have emotive overtones as well as 


portant enough. 


ETHICS SINCE 1900 


meaning in the normal sense. He was certainly aware that smg 
i aluative words may be used as something lige expr 

aa ff ling. (There is a chapter called ‘Value Expressions as 
Fjack l 5 in Theory of Valuation.) But this feature of ethical 
ee ee not have seemed to be the central feature which 
A ethical from non-ethical terms, Of course, if his 


‘interest’ (which has alread 
Stevenson, who takes th 
attitudes of liking, 


in fact producing ‘approved 
of by everyone’ as a definition of ‘go 


i and this is a typical 
example, on Stevenson’s theory, sive definition. He is, 
that is to say, a naturalist in ethj ; emely seriously 
the consequence of his definition of good’ that ‘better’ must 
necessarily mean ‘liked by mor 
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ment, ‘An object which is loathed by L and M is worse, other 
things being equal, than an object which is loathed only by L or 
only by M.’ He does, it must be admitted, introduce various 
other criteria by which to distinguish the better from the worse, 


but they are all of them connected with interests, though the- 


way of judging is not always simply numerical as the above 
passage suggests. There are, for instance, degrees of intensity 
of dislike, and degrees of inclusiveness of dislike. But what he 
has produced is a very elaborate hedonistic calculus to help us 
judge between different things. The difference between his 
calculus and Bentham’s is that his is much harder to apply, since 
we are asked to weigh up not the pleasure or pain which follows 
in consequence of a certain type of act, but the pleasure or pain 
caused in the contemplation of it. For ‘Theft is bad’ is con- 
strued as meaning not “Theft has consequences which are 
painful to this or that degree’, but as ‘Most people dislike theft a 
very great deal’. The very natural next question might seem to 
be ‘Why do they dislike it so much? and it might further be 
tempting to supply a utilitarian answer to this question, in terms 
of the harm done by theft. But it is this further question and 
answer which Perry will not accept as relevant (and which, in 
spite of Ayer, Hume certainly would have accepted), It is 
mainly because of his insistence on stopping his analysis at just 
this point that Perry can be said to be influential upon, or at any 
rate typical of, the emotivist moral philosophers. 

The influence of Dewey and Perry on Stevenson was un- 


doubtedly, as he himself says, considerable; and therefore 


through Stevenson they indirectly influenced the emotivist 


theory in England as well. But far more important for the 
development of the theory was the pervasive influence of the later 


Wittgenstein. It is difficult to be precise on this matter, and in 
ttempt any full account of the 


any case this is not the place to a l 
general revolution in the philosophical outlook for which he was 
d approach to moral philo- 


responsible, and of which the change ach 
sophy formed a part. But perhaps the most significant feature of 
the revolution for present purposes may roughly be said to be 
this: it no longer seemed adequate simply to state what a certain 
important philosophical concept really was, or how it was to be 
delimited. Instead, the actual and possible occurrences of the 
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concept in thought had to be investigated; actual and possible 
P languages in which the concept was embedded -had to be 
( described. The only way to solve philosophical problems which 
cluster round some concepts Particularly, is to describe in the 
greatest possible detail the uses which we actually make or might 
make of them. In so doing we may come to see how we were 
previously bewildered, and where the preconceptions came 
from out of which, typically, philosophical problems arise. The 
application of this treatment to ethical concepts is obvious. The 
very Opposite treatment of them to Wittgenstein’s is perhaps 
r that of Prichard, who, though he made some distinctions in 

meaning with precision, would suddenly insist, without evi- 


ne REN out of ac unt, but he also thought that, within the 
sphere o aoe ethical, it was possible, just by inspection, to 
perceive that ‘good? was indefinable, and that it applied uniquely 
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might actually occur between people about whether something 
was good ér not; and this complexity is reflected especially in 
Stevenson’s ‘second pattern’ analyses of ethical terms, where it is 
admitted that a great number of factual considerations may be 
relevant to determining whether an action is, for instance, an act 
of generosity or not, but that none of these factual considera- 
tions will determine us by themselves to apply a favourable 
epithet like ‘generous’, unless we wish also to express our 
approval, and to urge others to share it. Stevenson’s insistence 
that the most he can give is patterns or models of analyses of 
such terms is itself an example of the refusal to accept any single 
analysis, derived from ‘thinking out the matter clearly’ as 
Prichard would have us do. In Stevenson’s articles there is not 
only the recognition that ‘goodness’ is a very complex concept, 
and ‘good? a word which we may have to see in use before we can 
understand it, but there is even, for the first time, the suggestion 


that ‘good’ is not the only interesting ethical term. Both these 


insights appear to be at least partially the result of the influence 
of Wittgenstein. 
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BECAUSE OF THE WAR, Stevenson’s book was not generally 
available in England until 1947. It was then eagerly read and 
discussed. By this time the influence of Wittgenstein upon 
English philosophy, and particularly philosophy in Oxford, was 
extremely strong, although the Philosophical Investigations had 
not yet been published. Roughly speaking, the greatest part of 
moral philosophy in England for the next ten years may be 
divided into two: the first part being in a sense the continuation 
of the work of Ayer and Stevenson, modified by an increase in 
subtlety and, sometimes, in Sensitivity to the actual use of lan- 
guage; the second part b 


eing perhaps more directly influenced 

by Wittgenstein. This second part I shall refer to as mora , 
psychology, or the psychology of action, and I shall discuss it in 
the next chapter. In this chapter I shall try to deal with the first 
of my rough divisions, and I must start with two preliminary 
apologies: In the first place, it is obvious that in dividing up the 
moral philosophy of the last ten years in this crude way, I am 
leaving out a great deal. What I shall discuss is not necessarily 
the best moral philosophy that has been written during that 
n is only that it is in the main stream, for 

dly, it may be thought odd to lump such 
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| trines of the logical positivists. But still they have far more in 
| common with Ayer than with, for instance, Moore, and there is 
some justification, therefore, in treating the present chapter asa 
kind of continuation of the last. It is futile to speculate too much 
about what philosophers will be read in a hundred years’ time. 
But my guess is that posterity will not distinguish these authors 
j very carefully one from the other. My second apology, then, is 
| for guessing in this rash way and acting on my guess. 

The emotivists insisted, like Moore, that ethics was non- 
natural. From no set of ordinary empirical statements could you 
derive, by any means, a single ethical statement. There was a 
permanent and all-important gulf between fact-stating state- 
ments and the statements of ethics. This was one of the founda- 
tions of their doctrine. The second and equally important 
foundation was that ethical statements were non-descriptive. 
They were not, in fact, statements in the proper sense of the 
word. They were specially designed to do something other than 
to convey information. These two foundations are not ques- 
tioned by the authors I wish now to consider. The difference 
between them and Stevenson lies in the precise function which 
they suppose ethical statements to have. One of the clearest and 
most straightforward statements of this kind of view is to be 
found in an article by Urmson, published in Mind in 1950, and 
entitled ‘On Grading’.1 Urmson confines himself to discussing 


the word ‘good’, among ethical words, and expressly states that 
r the words ‘right’ or 


odi- 
the 


main part of his article is not concerned papt 
at,all, but with the general features of gris 
language which he marks off as the gyad 
Stevenson’s book, ethical language was 
emotive language in general, so here 
nomination of things morally good or W 
as a sub-class of grading in general. 
Grading is regarded as an activity, | 
either be done physically, by moving thin; 
ally, by classing things in order of merit. Some 
1 Mind, Volume LIX, pp. 145 sqq- 
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is not to describe him; it is to do something to him, namely place 
him in the first class. Urmson goes on rather briefly to apply his 
general remarks on grading to the case of ethics. Although he 
remarks in passing that words like ‘brave’ and ‘cowardly’ are 
grading labels, he confines his attention in the main to the 
ethical use of the word ‘good’, though he admits that there are 
difficulties inherent in discussion of ‘good’ due to what he calls 
its vagueness, which I would prefer to call its generality. The 
important point in the analogy between the ethical and the non- 
ethical cases is that in both cases, if we grade something, there 
must exist criteria in accordance with which we are grading it. 
Urmson goes so far as to say that we should be able to state what 
these criteria are, and that stating the criteria will be stating 
what moral standards we adopt. He does not say anything much 
about where we get these criteria from, nor why we accept as 
criteria for moral excellence one set of characteristics rather 
than another. This might well seem to be a matter of great 
importance, but it is not the subject of this particular article. 
The consequence of its omission, however, is a certain arti- 
ficiality in the concept of sets of criteria, or moral standards. 
Urmson speaks as though we all of 
dard, and that in the course of arguing about the goodness or 
badness of something, we could, if need be, trot out a complete 
set of criteria. This artificiality is of course partly due to the 
original analogy between moral grading and the grading of 
apples according to some previously laid down set of rules, 
which could be discovered by looking them up in the Ministry’s 
hand-out. ` s 
The weakness of the analogy comes out most clearly in the 
_ brief discussion at the end of the article about moral disagree- 
` ments. Here Urmson’s views are very close to Stevenson’s, 
whose second pattern of analysis he does, rather grudgingly, 
refer to. Urmson is obliged to hold that, just as when grading 
apples according to different standards, one could not use any of 
the grading labels from either list in order to judge which set of 
standards was the best, so with ethics, if it turns out that two 
people have different moral standards, it is impossible to use 


moral terms derived from the vocabulary of either of them in 


order to adjudicate between the standards. He thinks that there 
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may be moral disagreements of a less fundamental kind than 
this, as where, for instance, two people, though théy adopt the 
same moral standards, may differ about the precise application 
of one of the set of criteria in a difficult case. But he thinks that 
when the ultimate disagreement has been revealed, namely a 
difference in what criteria are being used, then no moral arbitra- 
tion between the parties is possible, nor, if they are honest, will 
they be entitled to call each other’s view bad or immoral. This 
seems to me to be exceedingly implausible; and I think that here 
again the absurdity lies in the suggestion that there is a finite 
list of moral criteria, which together make up our moral code, 
the whole of which could, if necessary, be stated. If this 
were possible, and if two such codes were then laid side by side 
and seen to be different from one another, it might indeed, as 
Urmson suggests, be possible to characterize one only as more 
enlightened than the other, and not as more morally admirable. 
For the question might then reasonably be raised, ‘morally 
admirable according to which code?’ But it is only the per- 
suasive force of the Ministry of Agriculture’s finite set of 
Definitions of Quality, together perhaps with a lurking analogy 


with legal codes, which could make us think even for a moment _ 
that moral codes were 


ordinary if anyone coul 
characteristics which 


they cannot be so dispassi 
the help of his analogy, to make us think that there is some logical 


from our moral vocabulary of grad- 


ing in order to grade a total set of moral criteria or a moral code. 
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| But there is no logical reason against doing this. If there seems 
| to be, it is because we have been misled into thinking of moral 
codes as finite statable sets of criteria. As a rule we do not know 
what our moral standards are till they are tested by some new 
teal case. We do not come armed to the cases with the criteria 
| in our hand, still less with all the criteria. 
| But it is unfair to expect more from a single article than we 
get from’ Urmson’s. It is a clear statement of an analogy sup- 
| posed to throw light on the function of our ethical language, and 
| to show that this ethical language is irreducible to any other 
| kind. I now want to mention two other longer statements of the 
same kind of views. 
The first is to be found in Hare’s book The Language of 


Morals, published in 1952. The same views are elaborated and 
ond book; but the two books? 


given more content in his sec 
together amount to a single statement, for they are perfectly 
s that his intention is to write 


consistent. Hare starts by telling u 
an introduction to ethics for beginners and to ‘bring the beginner 
as directly as possible to grips with the fundamental problems of 
the subject’. But very soon these fundamental problems turn 
out to be the very same problems which exercised Ayer.and 
Stevenson, namely the correct characterization of the language 
Which we use in making ethical statements. Hare indeed , 
describes his own first book as a logical study of the language of 
morals. His contention is, briefly, that ethical language is asub- | 
species of prescriptive language, that is to say, language which is § 
particularly designed to suggest courses of action to people. 
Prescriptive language in general may be divided into two classes, 
the class of overt imperatives, and the class of evaluative words ~ 
|. of sentences. When this division is applied to ethics, it seems 
that ‘ought’ and ‘right’ and ‘you should’ come into the first class, . 
| being genuine imperatives, according to Hare; while ‘good’, a 
‘desirable’, and so on come into the second. There is here, 
therefore, a slight advantage, 5O far, over Urmson’s analogy, 
since all the commonly discussed ethical words can be accom- 
modated as prescriptive. Hare further maintains that the im- 
Pperative class of prescriptive language 1s 1n a ese fundamental, 
since value judgements, if they are action-guiding at all, that is 
1R, M. Hare. Freedom and Reason. Oxford University Press, 1963. z 
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if they are truly prescriptive, must be held to entail et least one 
imperative. Thus from the proposition ‘This is a good choco- 
late’, if the proposition is truly evaluative, it must be legitimate 
to infer “Take it’; or, if this sounds too absurd, perhaps a more 
complicated imperative should be substituted, namely, ‘If there 
is any question of taking a chocolate, other things being equal, 


“take this one’. There does seem to me to be a danger here. 


Either the inference rule just stated will turn out to be tauto- 
logical, since no use of ‘good’ will be counted as fully prescrip- 
tive unless the inference is possible; or, if more uses of ‘good’ 
are to count as prescriptive, then the inference will simply not be 
possible. That is to say, as so often happens with philosophical 
principles, there is the danger that the principle will turn out to 
be either uninteresting, because tautological, or false. I do not 
think that Hare means to restrict very severely the uses of ‘good’ 
which he would count as evaluative in the proper sense, or 
prescriptive; and therefore I think that his claim that one must 
always be able to infer an imperative from any such use is simply 
mistaken. It is not at all clear that from ‘This is good’ you can 
always infer ‘Therefore choose it’, even when all possible pro- 
visos about other things being equal have been made. However, 
this is the contention. Ethical language is a sub-class of pre- 
scriptive language, which is, all of it, either directly imperative, 
or logically related to an imperative. What, we are told in the 
second book, marks off ethical language from other prescriptions 
is that it has universal applications. “Take it’, in an ethical 
context, becomes ‘Let everyone take it’. 

A good part of Hare’s book is taken up with arguments to 
show that logical relations such as entailment and inconsistency 
may hold between Propositions in the imperative mood, as well 
as between those in the indicative mood; and that therefore to 
say that an argument contains an imperative is not to say that it 
is irrational or governed by no logical laws. We are, moreover, 
presented with yet another version of the argument against 
naturalism, in the form of a proof that from indicative pre- 
misses nothing but an indicative conclusion can be deduced. 

` A good deal more of the book is concerned with the relation I 
have already discussed between the two main types of prescrip- 
tive language, the evaluative and the imperative. This is illus- 
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trated with examples, involving the use of the words ‘good’ and 
‘ought’. Buftwe are never really told by Hare, any more than we 
were by Urmson, by what test we decide whether a word or 
sentence is prescriptive or not (nor whether it is really words or 
sentences that he is interested in). This seems to be supposed to 
be self-evident. Urmson, in the same way, while insisting that 
grading was an irreducible activity, and that there was a whole 
number of words which generally or always functioned as 
grading labels, did not in the least help us to decide in any given 
particular cases whether what someone was doing was grading or 
not. Both Urmson and Hare make it easier for themselves to 
leave out this important part of the theory by choosing to talk 
about ‘good’, which no one would seriously deny was at least 
very often evaluative. But there are many less general words 
where it seems to me difficult to say off-hand whether they are 
evaluative or not, whether they are used to grade, or just to say 
things. Stevenson, of course, was guilty of the same fault, but to 
a lesser extent. For he admitted that almost any word could have 
an emotive force, and he did attempt to limit his inquiry to those 
words whose emotive force had become somehow part of their 
Meaning. He even tried to lay down criteria, by which to test 
whether this was so or not, for any given word. This was not 
ehtirely successful, but at least it was something. Both Hare and 
Urmson seem to take it for granted that the merest beginner in 
the consideration of language can tell at a glance whether a 
word is prescriptive or not, whether it grades or does not grade. 

It must be emphasized once again that neither Hare s book 
nor Urmson’s article have any very direct connexion with ethics. 
They are both of them concerned to show the logical charac- 
teristics of a general type of function which language may have, 
and of which the ethical function is a sub-species. Hare s books 
seem to have more relevance to ethics than Urmson’s article, 
because Hare himself incidentally lets fall some views about 
morals, which Urmson does not. For instance, Hare believes 
that all moral action is action according to some statable prin- 
ciple, and that the more morally grown-up we become, the less 
simple our principles are. He connects this thesis with the 
general thesis of the book, by referring to moral principles as 
general imperatives. For example, he says that ‘it is part of our 
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moral development’ to turn principles such as ‘never.say what is 
false’ ‘from provisional principles into precise principles with 
the exceptions definitely laid down’. Thus, as we reach the 
stage of being morally grown-up we are supposed to approach 
the question of what we ought to do in any situation with this 
list of definite instructions, which have been made more and 
more definite (or rather, precise) over the years. Perhaps this is 
not so very far from Urmson’s implied view too. For if we 
adopt the grading analogy for moral discourse, we are sup- 
posed, as we have seen, to approach the judgement of situations 
with a definite list of criteria according to which we are going to 
adjudicate them morally good or bad. In both cases there seems 
to be an almost ludicrous over-simplification of the actual 
methods we adopt in deciding what to do or how to live. 

The last example of this kind of theory which I want to 
discuss is Nowell-Smith’s, This is to be found in his book Ethics 
published in 1954. This is an altogether more ambitious and 
comprehensive book'than Hare’s, and my treatment of it will 
therefore be Proportionately more inadequate. As a matter of 
fact a good deal of Nowell-Smith’s book is devoted to the kind 
of subject which I have already referred to as the ‘psychology of 
action’; this part of the book is therefore not relevant to the 
present chapter. But it should be noticed that my discussion of 
the parts of the book which are relevant may suggest that the 
whole book is a great deal thinner and less comprehensive than 
it is. Nowell-Smith has a very wide conception of what is 
properly a part of ethics, and in this way, if in no other, he is to 
be sharply distinguished from the writers I have so far discussed 
in this chapter and the last. But although his view of the subject 
matter of ethics appears to be wider, his statement of his own 
purpose sounds familiar. He says that he is trying to ‘make 
clear the complicated connexions between such words as “good”, 
“right”, “ought”, “choose”, “duty”, “desire”, and “pleasure” ’. 
The best thing about this list is that it is comparatively long. 
Even more familiar is the note sounded by the editorial fore- 
word to Nowell-Smith’s book; and this is not surprising since it 
was written by Ayer. He says: 


‘There is a distinction, which is not always sufficiently marked, be- 
tween the activity of a moralist, who sets out to elaborate a moral 
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code, or to encourage its observance, and that of a moral philosopher, 
whose concern is not primarily to make moral judgements but to 
analyse their nature. Mr. Nowell-Smith writes as a moral philo- 
sopher. He shows how ethical statements are related to, and how 
they differ from statements of other types, and what are the criteria 
which are appropriate to them. 


We have so far been offered a decent variety of answers to the 
question how ethical statements differ from statements of other 
types. We have been told that they are expressions of feeling, 
that they are designed both to express and to evoke the feelings 
of others, that they have the function of grading, that they are 
imperatives, or logically closely related to imperatives. Nowell- 
_Smith does not favour any single simple solution to this problem. 
In the course of his exposition he has occasion to invent various 
. technical terms, one of which is ‘the Janus principle’, namely 
the principle that any one statement or word may be expected to 
perform at least two functions on any one occasion of its use, and 
Perhaps more than two. Thus, appealing to this principle, he 
rejects the views that ethical expressions are just imperative or 
just emotive, or that they have any other single unique function: 
But there are words, which can be listed, which characteristic- 
ally have, among other functions, that of suggesting a suitable 
Yeaction to something. An example of such a word would be 
‘horrible’, which suggests that the object so described is apt to 
call forth horror, Nowell-Smith calls these words ‘A words’, 
short for Aptness words, “because they ate words that indicate 
that an object has certain properties which are apt to arouse a 
Certain emotion or range of emotions’. These A words are con- 
trasted on the one hand with D words (‘purely descriptive, 
according to the current distinction between descriptive and 
evaluative’), and on the other hand with G or Gerundive words, 
which suggest that an object has properties which ought to be 
Tegarded in a certain way- ‘Praiseworthy’ is an example of a G 
word. The distinction between A and G would not, I think, be 
supposed by Nowell-Smith to be hard and fast. It is simply that 
some words suggest a normal reaction, others a desired or 
required reaction. In his subsequent discussion of the first class 
of adjectives, those which suggest emotions, Nowell-Smith 
covers a good deal of the ground covered by Stevenson. He 
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concludes that these words are used to give explarations and 
make predictions, not to givereasons. But their useis‘only proper 
if the user has in mind reasons of a certain sort which are not 
stated but contextually implied. Thus it will be proper to say of 
something that it is horrible only if I have reasons for saying it, 
among which will be that I dislike the thing in question. 
Nowell-Smith makes a good deal of use of the concept of ‘odd- 
ity’ or ‘logical oddity’ and I think that logical oddity is sup- 
posed to be the penalty we should pay if we used one of these 
emotive or A words without the normally relevant reasons being 
present, or, still more, if we used the word but denied the 
reason. Thus, if I insist both that something is horrible and that 
I like it, I think that Nowell-Smith would say that I had com- 
mitted a logical oddity. Exception might be taken to the ex- 
pression ‘logically odd’. It is not, for one thing, very clear. It is 
Supposed to characterize something less than contradiction, but 
akin to it. So far this is all right. One might at first be tempted to 
say I had contradicted myself if I said that something which I 
liked was horrible, and then one might reflect a bit and decide 
that after all it was less than a contradiction. But if so, then I do 
not quite see why we need any special name for the kind of 
surprising thing I am supposed to have said. There could be a 
number of different explanations of my saying it. I might simply 
mean that, though the thing was horrible by other people’s 
standards, it was not so by mine. This would not count as a case 
of logical oddity, for Nowell-Smith would say that in this case I 
was not using ‘horrible’ as a truly A word—that is, I was using it 
descriptively. Or it might be that I really did feel ambivalent 
about the object; I both hated it and liked it. In this case I do 


not see why the oddness is particularly a matter of logic, It may 
be that my reactions are odd. 


It is valuable, I am sure, to point out that between ‘This is 
horrible’ and ‘T like this’ there is a relation which is not that of 
contradiction. This is at least to suggest that the whole meaning 
of ‘It is horrible’ is not given by the translation ‘I dislike this’. 
For ‘I like this’ and ‘I dislike this’ are, at least on the face of it, 
contradictory. And therefore ‘This is horrible’ must mean 
something different from ‘I dislike this’. It is right to point this 
out. But only the very early pioneering emotivists would ever 
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have maintained that ‘This is horrible’ did mean only ‘T dislike 
this’. It was very soon common ground that all emotive words 
had some descriptive content, some more than others. I do not 
think that Nowell-Smith has made this point any clearer by 
introducing the notion of ‘logical oddity’ to be the name of 
what happens when the normal concomitance of descriptive and 
emotive meaning falls apart. 

Nowelf-Smith connects his Gerundive words with the pos- 
session in the user of them of a favourable attitude towards some 
relevant action or choice. Thus, if I say that something is right, 
I am using a Gerundive word and I may also be taken to have a 
favourable or ‘pro’ attitude to the doing of the thing in question. 
He maintains, however, that the connexion is not simple. A 
person’s favourable attitudes, that is, his desires and interests 
and wishes, form a background without which he could not 
intelligibly use words like ‘ought’ and ‘right’ and ‘duty’ at all. 
But he might have all these favourable attitudes without having 
any concept of duty at all. Favourable attitudes, therefore, are in 
a sense prior to Gerundive words, and serve to explain them, 
just as the actual characteristics of things are in a sense prior to 
our feelings about them, and serve to explain our feelings. Thus 
both Aptness words and Gerundive words have to be explained 
ih terms of something other than themselves. 

These points need, as we have come to expect, have nothing 
to do with ethics specifically. ‘They are perfectly general points 
about our use of language in all contexts of appraising, des- 
cribing (in the real, non-philosophical, sense, in which I may 
describe things as ghastly or wonderful), advising, and choosing. 
But once again it is easy to see that they can be applied to speci- 
., fically ethical language. ‘Morally good’ will function both as an 
Aptness word and as a Gerundive word. It will normally both 
Suggest certain appropriate feelings, and suggest that the object 
so described is a fit object of choice. ‘Good’, Nowell-Smith says, 
is the Janus word par excellence. It will have at least these two 
functions in its proper moral use, and perhaps more. All moral 
words will be used, when properly used, in at least these two 
ways. They are not then descriptive words; they do not name 
Properties, Nor are we told at all what things have the charac- 
teristics such that we should be justified in having pro feelings 
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and pro attitudes towards them, in the context of morality or 
outside it. But there is one point for which one may be grateful 
to Nowell-Smith. He agrees with other philosophers of the 
twentieth century that the naturalistic fallacy is to be avoided; 
and he thinks of the naturalistic fallacy, as we should expect, as 
the mistake of supposing that evaluative words can be defined 
wholly in terms of non-evaluative or descriptive words. Further, 
he agrees that the reason why this inter-definition is nót possible 
is that evaluative words are not used to describe at all but to do 
something different. But he does allow that the philosophers 
who have mostly been accused of committing the fallacy would 
not really have been very much shaken if it had been pointed out 
to them. They were not, and here I quote Nowell-Smith, 


primarily interested in the question whether deontological words 
could be analysed in terms of ‘merely empirical’ or ‘natural’ con- 
cepts. They believed that, human beings being what they are, there 
are certain types of activity that are in fact satisfactory to them and 
that it is possible empirically to discover what these are. . . « They 
do not seem to have been mistaken in their basic assumptions that 
the language of obligation is intelligible only in connexion with the 
language of purpose and choice, that men choose to do what they do 
because they are what they are, and that moral theories which attempt 


to exclude all consideration of human nature as it is do not even 
begin to be moral theories. 


- There is surely good sense in this. We may agree that ethical 
language is different from non-ethical; even that evaluative 
language in general is different from, and cannot be derived 
from, non-evaluative language. But this does not mean that as a 
matter of fact what we value highly cannot be non-evaluatively 
described; nor even that no natural explanation can ever be 
forthcoming of why we value it as we do. Perhaps the fear of 
naturalism in ethics has had too firm a grip. 

It can now perhaps be seen how the emotivism which started 
with the logical positivists developed. In the first instance, 
emotivism was a way out of what had come to seem like two 
alternative accounts of ethics, both unsatisfactory; namely, 
naturalistic ethics on the one hand, and intuitionism on the 
other. Naturalistic ethics in its most plausible form is utilitarian- 
ism, and in order to reject it the emotivists had to interpret it as 
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a theory which stated that the whole meaning of the word ‘good’ 
could be given by some set of non-ethical words such as ‘pro- 
ductive of pleasure’. If this had been true, ethical statements 
could have been translated into fact-stating terms, and would 
therefore have been admissible as real statements even by the 
Positivists. But such a theory seemed to them false. One should 
perhaps notice, as I have suggested before, that what they 
criticize is a very much enfeebled version of utilitarianism. I do 
not think that any utilitarian would have been inclined to deny 
that ‘good’ had emotive force, or that it was an A word anda G 
word. And he might have, therefore, been perfectly prepared to 
agree that an actual translation of the word ‘good’ into something 
about pleasure might not work. But he would have said that his 
theory never depended for a moment on the possibility of such a 
translation, He was concerned to establish what things people 
thought were good, what things people adopted as ultimate ends ; 
and if some ways of describing the ends had more emotive 
power than others, this would not disturb the theory. But in any 
case, the positivists were not concerned with questions such as 
what people actually adopt as their ends. They thought it was 
clear that scientifically verifiable statements could not include 
any ethical propositions, or evaluations of any kind, and there- 
fore they rejected any claim to be able to incorporate evaluations 
indirectly, by means of a translation into the supposedly non- 
evaluative word ‘pleasure’, or any other non-evaluative word. 
They also, naturally, rejected the claims of the intuitionists to be 
able to apprehend certain non-scientific properties of things. 
Their alternative was to say that ethical and evaluative lan- 
guage was not informative at all, was not concerned with the 
Properties of objects, whether scientific or metaphysical. Evalua- 
tive language was concerned to do something else, namely to 
express. I think the subsequent history of the theory, in all the 
various forms which we have looked at, shows an increased 
awareness of the complexity of language. At first there seemed to 
be a kind of triumph in the discovery that language could do 
anything at all except be used to convey information. Philo- 
sophers seemed so pleased to have found this out that they were 
content to use the word ‘emotive’ to cover a large number of 
quite different things which language could do. The most 
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notorious example of this lack of precision is Ayer’s initial failure 
seriously to distinguish between the functions of expressing 
feelings of one’s own, and attempting to arouse the feelings of 
others. But even Stevenson, who went into the matter so much , 
more thoroughly, and who was clearly under the influence of 

Wittgenstein, which might have made him cautious about lump- 
ing different functions of language together, was fairly vague in 
his directions for picking out emotive meaning, and for saying 
precisely what was covered by the term. Nowell-Smith, in con- 
trast, is very much more cautious in putting things together, 
and more hesitant in claiming completeness. The trouble has 
always been, partly at least, that while some philosophers have 
been reasonably detailed in their particular accounts of evalua- 
tive language, they have never been at all clear about that with 
which they were contrasting it. They never even fixed on a 
wholly satisfactory word for that main body of linguistic use 
from which the evaluative use was being picked out. ‘Non- 
evaluative’ is of course the safest and least harmful. ‘Descrip- 
tive’, as I have already suggested, seems to me the worst. 
‘Scientific’ is perhaps the best, in the sense that the old posi- 
tivistic contrast comes out most clearly in it, I do not think that 
this failure is trivial. If a whole ethical theory is meant to turn on 
the fact that ethical language is somehow importantly to be 
distinguished from the rest of language, it may surely suggest 
that the distinction has not been exactly made, if there are not 
satisfactory ways of referring to both sides of the distinction. To 
mark ethical language off simply from ‘the rest? is to say too 
little. There might be too many ways in which it was different, 
and ‘the rest’ might be too internally various. But even to speak 
of ethical language being marked off is perhaps to go too far. 
For one thing which is common to all the philosophers who 
have been considered in this chapter and the last is that they 
were primarily discussing not ethics but evaluation in general.: 
Nothing that they said applied more properly to ethics than to 
horticulture or fat-stock breeding. Any situation in which 
assessments and judgements have to be made was distinguished 
from the situations in which plain statement goes on. But the 
trouble is that we assess and evaluate practically all the time. 
Perhaps what prevented them from thinking of a useful des- 
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cription ofethe supposedly non-evaluative uses of language was 
that there are practically none of them. In any case the ex- 
tremely frequent occurrence of evaluation in some form or 
another may well make us feel, when we come to the end of 
reading these theories, that we still need to be told something 
a bit more specific about ethics in particular, as opposed to 
evaluation in general. All the models and analogies to illuminate 
ethical language have the air of being preliminary clearings of 
the ground. We may naturally feel disappointed that, when the 
ground is cleared, nothing seems to happen. 


6. 
Moral Psychology 


IN THE LAST CHAPTER I roughly divided contemporary 
moral philosophy into two parts, one of which was labelled the 
psychology of action. It is now time to turn to this second 
division of the subject. But at the outset, a further sub-division 
seems convenient. There has never been a time when moral 
philosophers have not concerned themselves with the subject 
of free will, and the present century is no exception. I want first 
of all to say something about the course which this traditional 
discussion has taken in the last ten years or so, and then to con- 
sider the more strictly psychological questions which have in 
many cases seemed to be connected with the traditional prob- 
lem or even to arise out of it. 

Some recent discussions of the freedom of the will have 
started from Moore’s treatment of the subject, in his book 
called Ethics. Moore presented the issue between determinists 


and libertarians, and his Possible solution of the difficulty, in 
the following way: 


Those who hold that we have Free Will, think themselyes bound to 
maintain that acts of will sometimes have no cause, and those who 
hold that everything is caused think that this proves completely that 
we have not Free Will. But in fact it is extremely doubtful whether 
Free Will is at all inconsistent with the Principle that everything is 


caused. Whether it is or not, all depends on a very difficult question 
as to the meaning of the word ‘could’, 


He then goes on to explain that the crucial expression in the dis- 
cussion of free choice is ‘He could have done otherwise’, since 
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if anyone holds that a man could not have done otherwise than 
he did, or could not help acting as he did, then the man is not 
held to be fully responsible for his act, he is not blamed for it, 
nor praised for it, and it ceases to be an act to which moral 
predicates are properly applied. This is the contention of both 
determinists and libertarians alike. And so the question is 
whether it is ever the case that a mañ could have acted otherwise 
than he did. Moore says that in the phrase ‘I could have done 
otherwise’, ‘I could’ means ‘I would if I had chosen’; and he 
goes on to say: 


For my part I must confess that I cannot feel certain that this may 
not be all that we mean and understand by the assertion that we have 
free will; so that those who deny that we have it are really denying 
. . . that we ever should have acted differently even if we had willed 


differently. 

And again, 

Itis... quite certain (1) that we often should have acted differently 
if we had chosen to; (2) that similarly we often should have chosen 
differently if we had chosen so to choose; and (3) that it was almost 
always possible that we should have chosen differently in the sense 
that no one could know for certain that we should not so choose. All 
these three things are facts, and all of them are quite consistent with 
the principles of causality. 


Moore, characteristically, did not present his solution to the 
problem as certainly correct; but he was clearly very much in- 
clined towards it. According to this view, then, to say that men 
have free will is to say that they do choose to perform actions 
which they need not perform. To say this is the same as to say 
that there are cases in which a man could have acted otherwise 
than he did. To say this, again, means the same as to say that 
he would have acted differently if he had chosen to. And if it is 
objected that after all a man could not have chosen differently, 
Moore’s answer is that this is just untrue. There is a perfectly 
good sense of ‘possible’ in which it was possible, before the 
choice was made, either that he would choose as he did, or that 
he would choose some other way. An observer of the man 
would not have been able to rule either out as impossible; and 
this is what is meant by saying it was possible that he could have 
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chosen either of the two things. The essential point of this solu- 
tion to the problem is that it effects a reconciliation between 
the determinists and the libertarians by showing that when we 
speak of freely chosen actions, what we actually mean is some- 
thing quite precise, which can be precisely shown: not to entail 
an absence of causation. There is no need for the libertarian to 
try to maintain that there are some uncaused events, namely 
human choices; he can be granted that choices are really free, 
once it has been shown to him what he and other people actually 
mean when they speak of a free choice. 

Broadly speaking, there have been two closely interconnected 
ways of proceeding with the attempt to reinforce and supple- 
ment Moore’s initial presentation of the case, and to remove 
the hesitations which he still felt about his reconciliation of the 
determinists with the libertarians. On the one hand, Moore’s 
own analysis of the meaning of ‘could have acted otherwise’ has 
been taken up, and its expansion into ‘would have acted other- 
wise if...’ has been further elaborated. I shall come back to 
this development in a moment. On the other hand, further con- 
sideration has been given to the question what we do actually 


mean when we speak of an act as free in general. The conclusion 


of these second investigations has been that by a freely chosen 
act is intended an act 


which a man was not compelled, in any’ 
recognized way, to perform. That is to say, the natural opposite 


of ‘free’ is not ‘caused’ but ‘compelled’ or some similar word. 
Thus the supposed inconsistency between freedom of choice 
and universal causatio 


n is shown to be non-existent since 
‘freely chosen’ and ‘caused’ do not rule one another out. Hume 
offered a solution to the problem on these lines and, still earlier, 
so did Hobbes. Ther: 


‘here is nothing new, therefore, in the actual 
attempt at reconciliation. But the methods of effecting the re- 


conciliation have become more subtle and more precise. Fur- 
thermore, a great deal that is interesting in itself has come to 
light in the course of this kind of examination of the concept of 
free or voluntary action. Not all the discussions, indeed perhaps 
not any of them, have been as bald and crude as what I have 
said may suggest. For instance in the Proceedings of the Aristo- 
telian Society for 1948, Professor H. L. A. 


Hart published an 
article entitled “The Ascription of Responsibility and Rights’, 
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in which he discussed the concept of responsibility from the 
legal point of view, and here the many possible opposites of 
‘voluntary’, as applied to actions, were brought out and the 
whole nature of the concept of responsibility clarified in an 
important way. Further light was thrown, though less directly, 
on the concept of freedom by Hart and Honoré’s book Causation 
in the Law. Such work as this has not been directed specific- 
ally to solving the traditional problem of the freedom of the 
will, but more generally to clarifying the notions of ‘act’, ‘free 
act’, ‘responsibility’, and ‘choice’. But this clarification has 
obvious relevance to the traditional problem. 

Let us return now to the connexion between “He acted freely’ 
and ‘He could have acted otherwise’: Nowell-Smith’s book, 
Ethics, contains a discussion of free will which has been in- 
fluential, and which derives directly from Moore’s. His conten- 
tion is that we call those actions free (and we therefore may 
Praise or blame them), which we believe that a man could have 
chosen not to perform. When we say that he could have chosen 
Not to perform an action, we mean that the man would have 
chosen not to perform it if certain conditions had been different. 
Nowell-Smith’s account thus goes beyond Moore’s in that it 
brings into the actual meaning of ‘could have acted otherwise 
the concept of conditions—not just the condition ‘if he had 
chosen’ but other conditions not yet specified. The main part 
of the discussion is directed to showing that there are some 
conditions which we allow as excuses; that is to say, there are 
some cases where ‘He would have acted otherwise if...’ is 
filled up with a condition which we feel it would have been im- 
Possible to fulfil; and in this sort of case we do not believe that 
the man really could have acted otherwise, and therefore we do 
not hold that he acted freely, in acting as he did. But there are 
other cases where the conditions mentioned in the if clause 
are not allowed to excuse the man for doing what he did. These 
are the cases where we feel that he was in some way peune 
not only for what he actually did, but for being subject to the 
conditions he was subject to. Thus we tend to think that a aT 
did not act freely, let us say, in infecting our children wit! 

1H. L. A. Hart and A. M. Honoré, Causation in the Law. Oxford 


University Press, 1959- 
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typhoid, if he really could not have known that he wes a carrier 
of the disease. So if he says ‘I would have avoided them if I had 
known’, if we are prepared to allow that he could not have 
known, we are also prepared to allow that he could not have 
helped infecting the children. On the other hand, if he says, 
trying to get out of it, ‘I could not help giving them typhoid 
because I am so forgetful. If I had been more careful I would 
have avoided the children’, we do not allow this as an excuse. 
We hold the man responsible for what he did, because we hold 
him responsible for being so careless. Nowell-Smith on the 
whole presents it simply as a matter of fact that some conditions 
mentioned in the ‘I would have if . . .’ clause excuse a man, and 
others do not; and chief among those which do not are con- 
ditions relating to a man’s moral character. Thus I am never 
going to be allowed to get away with lying by saying ‘I would 
have done otherwise if I had not been a liar’, and hoping you 
will think I can’t help being a liar. But he also has one proposed 
explanation of the difference between the conditions to which 
we are subject. He thinks that those conditions are held to be 
within our power (and are therefore not allowed as excuses) 
which punishment will alter. This curiously back-to-front 
view has been mentioned already. It was first fully discussed 
by Stevenson, who thought that those actions were held to be 
free which emotive language could influence a man either to 
perform or to refrain from. Free will could therefore, according 
to him, be actually defined in terms of the emotive use of 
language—as that which characterized behaviour with respect 
to which emotive language was liable to be effective. I do not 
think this view has any great plausibility. At any rate neither 
Stevenson nor Nowell-Smith seems to have devised a satis- 
factory formula for expressing the connexion, if it exists, be- 
tween free will and the possibility of influence by reprobation 
and punishment. 

A more fundamental doubt about the solutions offered by 
Moore and Nowell-Smith remains to be expressed. In both 
theories the solution offered was a demonstration that free 
choice was compatible with universal causation on the grounds 
that ‘He could have acted otherwise’ meant the same as ‘He , 
would have acted otherwise if something had been the case’ 
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does not say anything: at all about what he would have done in 


~ certain specific circumstances. Admittedly we may collect evi- 


dence about what people are able to do from what they have 
done in the past; but this still does not entitle us to say anything 
about what they would have done in the past or would do in the 
future under certain conditions. If this is true, then, as Austin 
suggests, the compatibility between freedom of choice and 
determinism may after all be still subject to doubt.’ The re- 
conciliation was effected by treating ‘he could have acted 
otherwise’ (the phrase which, for the libertarians, must essenti- 
ally be saved) as hypothetical, meaning ‘he would have acted 
otherwise if things had been different’. But if this awkward 
phrase turns out not after all to submit to this treatment, then 
the question remains to be answered whether it is true that on 
any given occasion the agent really could have acted otherwise, 
that is, whether, categorically, he had at the time the ability 
or the power to do otherwise than he did, 

Now if the determinists are right in saying that there must 
be some causal explanation possible for everything that a man 
does, it looks as if it cannot be true that when he does one thing 
he really at that time has the power to do something else, things 
being as they are. A genuine causal explanation cannot, of its 
very nature, leave this possibility open. If I explain that yout 
bicycle tyre is flat because I stuck a tin-tack into it, although 
obviously I can allow that if things had. been different the tyre 
would not have been flat, I cannot allow that, with things as 
they are, viz. the tyre being capable of puncture by a tin-tack 
and my having stuck the tin-tack into it, the tyre could be other 
than flat. If I left this open, I should have failed to givea causal 
explanation of the thing you wanted explained. It must be 
possible to justify a properly causal explanation by saying 
‘Whenever this happens, that happens,’ and this is precisely 
what would not be possible if it were really open to a man, in a 
given set of circumstances, to choose to do either of two things- 
Therefore, since we do talk of people choosing, and talk as 
though they could have chosen what they did not in fact choose, 
it looks very much as if what we say, and what we feel we need 
to say, about people’s conduct is incompatible with what the 
‘determinists claim. This is not of course to say which of us is 
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right. Determinism might be true, even though if we accepted ” 


7 ae should have to alter the way we talk about human conduct. 
a es I believe, then, the attempts which have recently been 
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by using different conventions of speech we can arrive. at descrip- 
tions which are useful in different ways. Certainly. But do we make 
it a linguistic rule, never to attempt the relating to one another of 
our different descriptions? . . . Did anyone ever doubt that these 
two lines of talk employed different types of description? But it re- 
mains to ask, how the matters they describe go together in one world. 


The general analogy of multiple descriptions will cast no light on so 
particular a question, 


Farrer then proceeds to compare different analogous cases of 
multiple descriptions with the multiple description of human 
behaviour, to see whether t 
inter-relation of the two ways of talking, and he finds that they 
do not. His conclusion, therefore, is that we are left with the 


of response to stimulus, for example; and about whether the 
explanation had to be practically, or only theoretical: 
All these points, and many more, would need to be clarified 


before a satisfactory argument could even begin. It seems that 
the doctrines called determinism have usually 
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persons who either do not wish to accept them, or who wish to 
show that they are in no way incompatible with our ordinary -~ 
beliefs about human behaviour. Such persons would not form 
the best advocates for the view, and it is quite likely that they 
have constructed a kind of bogus doctrine containing elements 
from many different sources, which would not stand up to 
critical examination for long. The difficulty is that so far no 
one has’tried very hard to state the case coherently. But the 
usual form in which the issue is presented is as turning upon 
the possibility of the predictability of human choices. If it is 
true that there could be a genuine causal account of any human 
choice, then it follows that any human choice should be pre- 
dictable, by reference to these same causal laws. Now it is clear 
at once, and has frequently been pointed out, that not all kinds 
of predictability are incompatible with freedom of choice. If, 
for instance, I predict that someone whose character I respect 
and whom I know to be consistent will refuse a bribe, and if I 


turn out to be right, this does not, even for a moment, suggest 


that he did not freely choose to refuse the bribe. But the possi- 


bility of prediction of this kind is wholly irrelevant to the issue, 
since although it is doubtless based on inductive evidence, it is 
not in any sense a causal prediction; it is not the kind of pre- 
ediction which would be backed up by an explanation of any 
kind at all, or at least it need not be. It is very different from a 
prediction that if I give a child soneryl he will go to sleep. This 
is a prediction which is genuinely based on a causal law, and if 
I am asked why he will go to sleep I need not just say ‘because 
he is that sort of child’; I can say something about the general 
effects on people of the ingredients of soneryl. It is prediction 
of this second, fully causal, kind which would be fatal to human 
choice. If it is possible for me to say ‘Always in this kind of 
circumstance a person of this kind must choose such and such’, 
and if I really mean that he must, and that his choice is the 
effect of the circumstances, then the feeling which the agent 
may have that there is something open, that it is up to him to 
decide what to do, must be an illusion. But it is not yet certain 
that prediction of this kind is ever possible, still less that it 
could ever be widely practised. The onus is upon the deter- 
minist, if only one could be found, to show that it does, or even 
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that it might occur. This may seem like an evasion of the issue, 
but it is very hard to face an issue squarely when one does not 
know exactly what is supposed to be conflicting with what. 
There is one further point which is perhaps worth mention- 
ing before I leave the topic of free will: it is not clear that there 
could ever be a time when the idea of free choice was useless, 
whatever further discoveries in psychology or neurology were 
made. For although it might be possible to regard other people 
as wholly causally determined it would be very difficult if not 
impossible to regard oneself in the same light. This is a very 
obvious point which has often been made before, but it is not 
perhaps wholly irrelevant. It is very often difficult to avoid 
making a decision, and in some cases passivity is as much a 
decision as any other. Now even if someone else could tell you 
in advance the causes which would make you decide one way 
rather than another, it is unlikely that you would at the time of 
decision know all the relevant factors in the situation. For some 
of the things which the other person would have to know in 
order to predict your choice would be what features in the 
Situation would appeal to you as reasons. You could not dis- 
cover this for yourself without weighing them up as reasons. 
As soon as you started to do this, instead of t 


your own choice you would actually be choos 


a considerable difference between them. 

The problem of free will, then, has been a good deal dis- 
cussed in the last few years, but not solved. Some of the dis- 
cussion, especially that which stemmed from Moore’s chapter 
in Ethics, has turned out, in my opinion, to have been mis- 
conceived and not to have advanced the subject very far. But 
this does not mean that it was not worth trying, And in the 
course of the discussion of free will a number of other interest- 
ing subjects have been brought to light, among them the nature 
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of such concepts as ‘act’, ‘choice’, ‘will’, ‘intention’, and others 
of this general kind. I want now to say a little about the explora- 
tory and analytical work which has been done on these topics. 
Like some of the other topics discussed in this book, the 
group of subjects with which we are now concerned has little 
specifically to do with ethics. The borderline between moral 
philosophy and the rest of philosophy becomes at this point 
impossible to draw. But there is a group of related problems, - 
roughly speaking the philosophy of mind, some of which have 
particular bearing upon human actions and choices. ‘These may 
reasonably be considered as a part of moral philosophy, even 
though they tell us nothing about ethics, or about the difference 
between right and wrong. It has increasingly come to be felt, 
indeed, that without an adequate conceptual map of these 
psychological areas, ethics in the narrow sense is impossible, or 
at least, futile. This feeling has arisen largely as a result of the 
influence of Ludwig Wittgenstein. As far as concerns moral 
philosophy, by far the most important change that he brought 
about was a new interest in description of phenomena, rather 
than the framing of abstract theories of human behaviour. 
Wherever a philosophical problem has arisen, as for instance 
around the concept of ‘the Will’, in Wittgenstein’s view what 
sis needed is a thorough investigation of the language in which 
the problem has arisen, and still more of the language in the 
context of which the problematic word is used in real life. Only 
in this way can the concept be clarified, and the false pictures 


by which philosophers have been deceived be done away with. 


It is necessary to find out what the various words we use are 


used for. He says: 


5 We must do away with all explanation, and description alone must 
take its place. And this description gets its power of illumination, 
i.e. its purpose, from the philosophical problems. ‘These are, of F 
course, not empirical problems, they are solved, rather, by looking 
into the workings of our language, and that in such a way as to make 
us recognize those workings: in despite of an urge to misunderstand j 
them, The problems are solved not by giving new information, but 
by arranging what we have always known. Philosophy is a battle f; 

against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language. X 
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1L, Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, P. 47; 
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Let us look at some of the descriptions which Wittgenstein 
himself embarked upon. In the passage I shall quote, by way of 
example, he is discussing the concept of the Will. He is examin- 
ing the view that willing is an experience, something which just 
happens and cannot be brought about.1 


[613] In the sense in which I can ever bring anything about (such as 
stomach-ache through over-eating), I can also bring about,an act of 
willing. In this sense I bring about the act of willing to swim by 
jumping into the water. Doubtless I was trying to say: I can’t will 
willing; that is it makes no sense to speak of willing willing. ‘Willing’ 
is not the name of an action; and so not the name of a voluntary 
action either. And my use of a wrong expression came from our 
wanting to think of willing as an immediate non-causal bringing 
about. A misleading analogy lies at the root of this idea; the causal 
nexus seems to be established by a mechanism connecting two parts 
of a machine. The connexion may be broken if the mechanism is 
disturbed. [614] When I raise my arm ‘voluntarily’ I do not use any 
instrument to bring the movement about. My wish is not such an 
instrument either. [615] Willing, if it is not to be a sort of wishing, 
must be the action itself. It cannot be allowed to stop anywhere short 
of the action. If it is the action, then it is so in the ordinary sense of 
the word; so it is speaking, writing, walking, lifting a thing, imagining 
something. But it is also trying, attempting, making an effort... to 
speak, to write, to lift a thing, to imagine something etc. One imagines 
the willing subject here as something witho 
inertia); as a motor which has no inertia in i 
is only a mover not a moved. That is, one can say ‘I will, but my body 
doesnot obey me’ but not “My will does not obey me’ (Augustine), But 
in the sense in which I cannot fail to will, I cannot try to will either. 
The discussion moves on, then, 
voluntary action, intention, 
asserted on any of these topi 
Wittgenstein speaks in his 0 
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Tey a ing how to talk about a complicated subject is not 
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eee e two cannot properly be distinguished. Our eyes are 
canon directed towards the facts. 

he longest and most systematic treatment of this same 

25 book, The Concept 


8toup of problems is to be found in Ryle 
xercised a great 


of Mi, 
Reade the central chapters of which have e 
luence upon all subsequent discussions. Here, steroid the 


intention and purpose of the book are virtually identical with 
Wittgenstein’s, the tone is utterly different, and there is no 
shortage of conclusions. By way of example I shall quote one 
short paragraph, once again on the subject of the Will.t 


Men are not machines, not even ghost-ridden machines. They are 
men...a tautology which is sometimes worth remembering. 
People often pose such questions as ‘How does my mind get my 
hand to make the required movements?’ and even ‘What makes my 
hand do what my mind tells it to do?’ Questions of these patterns 
are properly asked of certain chain-processes. The question ‘What 
makes the bullet fly out of the barrel?’ is properly answered by ‘The 
expansion of gases in the cartridge’; the question ‘What makes the 
cartridge explode?” is answered by reference to the percussion of the 
detonator; and the question ‘How does my squeezing the trigger 
make the pin strike the detonator?’ is answered by describing the 
mechanism of springs, levers and catches between the trigger and 


the pin, So when it is asked ‘How does my mind get my finger to 
Squeeze the trigger?’ the form of the question presupposes that a 
‘ng still further tensions, 


further chain-process is invo 

releases and discharges, though this time mental ones. But whatever 
is the act or operation adduced as the first step of this postulated 
chain-process, the performance of it has to be described in just the 
same way as in ordinary life we describe the squeezing of the trigger 
by the marksman. Namely we say simply ‘he did it’ and not ‘he did 
or underwent something else which caused it’. 

P erhaps even this single quotation may serve to show both the 
differences between The Concept of Mind and the Philosophical 
Investigations, and their similarity of aim. Professor Ryle shows 
language at work, in a truly everyday context. The chapters 
which follow that from which this passage was taken, on 

1 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (1949), chapter 3, PP- S1 s49- 
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Emotions, Dispositions, and Self-knowledge all demenstrate the 
same refusal to admit nonsensical questions or mysterious 
answers. Until a word has been shown to be able to work in a 
straightforward and intelligible way, it is not allowed as a 
proper part of language. So, to return to the particular case of 
the will, the concept of action in general is clarified by the re- 
jecting of certain bogus concepts which have accumulated 
round it, such as that of the will as a kind of cause. This is 
exactly what Wittgenstein too rejected, but less harshly. From 
the Investigations we get the feeling that there was a real reason 
why people may have come to think of the will as a cause. From 
The Concept of Mind we would infer that only an idiot could 
ever have thought so. It is the same with the other related sub- 
Jects discussed in the succeeding chapters: we are induced to 
think what we really mean by such things as ‘feeling’, ‘motive’, 
‘pleasure’, by seeing how these words come into our ordinary 
discourse. And any philosophical beliefs we may find ourselves 
half inclined to hold about them are ruled out if they fail to pass 
the practical test. A concept must have work to do before it is 
admissible. It may sometimes be felt that Ryle is a little ruth- 
less. A great deal is thrown out, perhaps because he allows us 
to make use of only rather simple ideas, and therefore only 
simple language, in our everyday conversations. But all the 
same, there is a great deal of penetrating observation and accur- 
ate description, not so much of actions and feelings themselves 


as of how we talk about actions and feelings. Such problems as 
these have come to be generally regarded as forming a neces- 
sary part of the subject matter of ethics. For instance, Stuart 
Hampshire’s book 7) hought and Action suggested that one 
could begin to talk of pe 


ople’s moral views, their beliefs about 
how they ought to behave, only against a background of under- 
standing the problems involved in discussing how they do be- 
have, what is meant by saying that they act intentionally, or 
that they try or choose 


t to act in a particular way, Wittgenstein’s 
influence has been most felt in this descriptive part of the sub- 


ject matter of moral philosophy; but, as I hope to show in the 
next chapter, from a very different standpoint, the Existen- 
tialist philosophers were at the same time attempting an equally 
realistic and descriptive kind of ethics. ? 
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Existentialism: J.-P. Sartre 


So Far I have been concerned almost exclusively with moral 
philosophy which, whether written in England or in America, 
has been essentially written in the tradition of English empiri- 
cism. Since 1900, both here and in the United States, meta- 
physics has been virtually dead. The influence of Wittgenstein, 
as I hope I have suggested, opened the way for a much wider 
view of moral philosophy than was generally held at the begin- 
ning of the century; and this width of vision may lead to greater 
descriptive or even classificatory enterprises on the part of 
philosophers. But it can hardly lead back to metaphysics. 
Philosophers are more interested in saying what is true than in 
constructing large-scale super-scientific explanations of things. 
Moral philosophy shows no signs of being once again swallowed 
up into a huge philosophical system, built to explain the uni- 
verse. But on the continent a very different sort of moral philo- 
sophy has been flourishing in the first half of this century, and 
I must now try to say something about this. 

,System-building has not been discredited on the continent 
and metaphysics has been practised in the Hegelian manner. 
Moral philosophy has taken a place as part of the general 
theory of man, of human nature an 
The metaphysical style, too; has been perpetuated in continental 
philosophy, and we meet here once again the high tone, the 
obscurity, the wealth of technical terms, which have been so 
noticeably absent from English philosophy of the same period. 
Sometimes, it must be admitted, a kind of despair afflicts one 
when reading these philosophers. Surely, one feels like saying, 
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we have outgrown all this. We have been throughsit all and, 
with the help of Moore and Ayer, we have struggled out the 
other side. But it would be a mistake to refuse, on either 
aesthetic or doctrinaire grounds, to make an effort to understand 
these philosophers. There is a great deal to be found, not only 
of that peculiar “aesthetic satisfaction which, whether we be- 
lieve in them or not, metaphysical theories of ethics are capable 
of providing, but also of illumination. For there is, especially in 
the works of Sartre, much acute criticism of other philosophers, 
and, most important, there are elaborate serious and imagina- 
tive descriptions of moral phenomena. It is at this point that 
the two different kinds of philosophy meet. With a different 
purpose, and under the influence of Wittgenstein, English 
moral philosophers are just beginning to explore this same 
territory. What we have referred to as the psychology of action 
and choice, which is coming to be the most interesting part of 
English moral philosophy, is of the greatest importance in 
existentialist philosophy. The phenomena thought to be rele- 
vant are not always the same, but the descriptive element is 
common. 

It is obvious that in one chapter it would be impossible to 
give even a sketch of the whole field, and in any case I am not 
competent to do such a thing. To lump all continental morai 
philosophets together as existentialists is in itself an absurdity. 
But existentialism is broadly speaking what I want to discuss, 
and I shall therefore boldly select for discussion the one philo- 
sopher who has actually described himself as an existentialist, 
namely Sartre. It is hardly necessary to add that any reasonably 
complete study would include discussion of at least Kierke- 
gaard, Heidegger, Jaspers, and Marcel as well. But these I shall 
not mention. Sartre has not only attached to himself this 
familiar label, but he is also the best known of these philo- 
sophers, and there is therefore some justification for discussing 
him alone. But it must not be forgotten that, in spite of family 
resemblances between his work and that of other continental 


philosophers, he does not speak for a group or school, but only 
for himself. 


The term ‘existentialist? is not self- 


Je explanatory. Sartre 
accounts for it in a popular lecture called 


‘Existentialism is a 
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Humanism’, which he delivered in 1946. This lecture is clear, 
but necessarily over-simplified. By itself it would do little to 
suggest the depth or complexity of Sartre’s thought. It does, 
however, bring out unambiguously, and indeed with exaggera- 
tion, the basic concepts upon which the whole system rests. An 
existentialist, Sartre says, is one who holds that existence pre- 
cedes essence. This mysterious belief is meant to have applica- 
tion only to the case of human beings; it is the distinctive 
feature of human beings, in fact, that their existence does 
precede their essence. Sartre contrasts a human being with an’ 
artifact, a paper-knife, which is first conceived by its maker, 
and then made. The idea of the paper-knife is that it should be 
of a certain kind and fulfil a certain function. It is of the essence 
of a paper-knife to be like this. Once it is conceived, its actual 
characteristics, when it comes into existence in the workshop, 
are already determined. This is what is meant by saying that its 
e. Human beings, on the other 


hand, are not first conceived, and then made to a specification, 
exist, and what they are or 


or to fulfil a certain purpose. They 3 
what they become depends upon what they do. For this they ` 
are themselves wholly responsible. A man is not, for instance, 


a born cook, who then fulfils his function by cooking. On the 
contrary, he chooses to be a cook; he elects to fill up the blank 
space of his life in one way rather than another. His being a 
cook is not determined by anything, nor is it even justifiable by 
an appeal to his nature. He is, and has always been, perfectly 
free to do whatever he likes. 

It is, above all, this attitude to human freedom and to human 
choice that the term ‘existentialism’ serves to mark off. There 
is of course very much more to it than this. But already it seems 
to me that two important points stand out. First, it 1s no doubt 
valuable to resist the Greek view that men have a certain func- 
tion for which they were designed, and that the best anyone can 
do is to find out what this function is and to fulfil it. But by 
using the words ‘essence’ and ‘existence’ to bring out the dif- 
ference between the Greek view and his own, Sartre seems to 


essence precedes its existenc 


1 Lexistentialisme est un humanisme. Published in England (Methuen, 
1948) as Existentialism and Humanism, in U.S.A. as Existentialism, in 
Germany as Ist der Existenzialismus em Humanismus? 
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be suggesting not only that people do not have functions, as 
paper-knives do, but that there is nothing common to human 
beings, or essential to human nature, which may limit their free- 
dom of choice. He has to allow that there are common physical 
characteristics of man, and that physically men are limited by 
what is “humanly possible’. But it seems absurd to suggest that 
there are no common psychological factors which may limit our 
choice just as much. The example of the paper-knife ‘is in fact 
unfair. We may well want to agree that it is improper to des- 
‘cribe human beings in the sort of terms appropriate for artifacts, 
But the contrast between essence and existence would be rather 
different, and rather more difficult to draw, if one took an 
animal instead of a paper-knife as an example. A horse may not 
have been designed to do some one job, but still we should want 
to say that, being a horse, it was determined to behave in cer- 
tain broadly predictable ways. There is a whole number of 
things one could say were essential to horses, which limit the 
ways they can behave; the question of design or purpose need 
not come into it at all. It seems to me that there are common 
characteristics of men, too, and of types of men, in terms of 


which their behaviour is at least partially predictable, which the 
simple contrast with the paper-knife would not suggest. That 
Sartre himself was no 


t really able to keep up the belief in pure 
existence is shown I think by his novels (or at least he could not 
keep up his interest in it). If the existentialist contention were 
true, people should be represented as perfectly individualistic, 
their characters entirely made up of actions which they have 
chosen themselves. 


But in fact one may well feel that a defect 
of Sartre as a novelist is that his characters have no individuality 


at all. They make decisions, certainly, but they make them as 
people of a certain type. We tend to forget their names and 
remember them as ‘a traitor’, ‘a Fascist’, ‘a homosexual’. It is 
as if in the last resort Sartre were interested in essences after all, 
at least in the sense of characteristics in virtue of which people 
may be regarded as typical of a class, Individual personality, 
which, according to the theory, should be created every mo- 
ment by free choices, seems to have been Squeezed out, and an 
abstract freedom of choice has taken its place, which demands 
that the agent be regarded as an abstract entity as well. 
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The second difficulty in this concept of free choice is perhaps 
more serious. It seems to me simply false that we choose every- 
thing that we do and that we are, from our childhood on. To 
say that we choose every aspect of our characters, that we are 
nothing at all except what we choose to be, has a certain rhetori- 
cal and salutary effect; but, at the very least, it distorts the 
meaning of the word ‘choose’. It is true that we are probably 
responsible for more of our attitudes and emotions as well as 
for more of our actions than we are sometimes inclined to 
think; and it is good for us to be reminded that expressions like 


‘I could not help feeling . . > may well be false, or a prelude to 


mere excuses. Perhaps we are responsible for all the attitudes 


which we find that we have accepted over the years. But to say 
that we choose to adopt them is not true. Choice and responsi- 
bility should be distinguished. We need to keep the word 
‘choice’ for some more definite and datable occurrence. We 
should know when we are choosing, at the very least. But per- 
haps this objection is not so very serious after all. To say that 
each one of us has absolute freedom, and to say that he is only 
what he chooses to be and nothing else—both of these are 
exaggerations, but they succeed in defining an outlook which is 
intelligible and from which (more or less), as I hope I shall 
slow, moral philosophy can be fruitfully pursued. In order to 
show this, it is necessary to g0 rather more deeply into the meta- 
physical theory of which Sartre’s moral philosophy forms a part. 
Sartre’s most important philosophical work is L Être et fe 
Néant, of which an English translation was published in 19 56. 
A great deal of the book consists not of arguments but of ex- 
amples and of long descriptions of psychological phenomena. 
Moreover, it is written in an extraordinarily thick, obscure 
style, full of technical terms of a grotesque kind, derived from 
Hegel. As one reads through the book one comes to accept 
these terms as perfectly natural and indeed the only terms in 


which the thought could have been expressed. The danger is 
either reproduce nothing at all 


_ 1 D'Être et le Néant. Paris: Gallimard, 
by Hazel E. Barnes as Being and Nothingness. 


WTI 


= 


a ee ween) eee ee ae a! 


ETHICS SINCE 1900 


something unduly thin and platitudinous, from which all the 
interest has been removed with the obscurity. In the light of 
these difficulties I shall attempt not a summary nor a full ex- 
position of Sartre’s doctrines but something like an impression 
of them. It should not be forgotten that to someone else they 
might appear in a different light. y 
Sartre, like all French philosophers, starts from Descartes. 
His aim, like Descartes’, is to see how much can be derived 
from a consideration of consciousness, or thinking in the very 
widest sense. Like Descartes, he wants to pick on an instan- 
taneous moment of consciousness and derive his conclusions 


from this. But while Descartes could prove (at least directly)’ 


only the existence of himself as a thinking being, Sartre 
claims to go further. This departure from the master is of the 
greatest consequence; it marks, in fact, a total rejection of the 
Cartesian philosophy. He holds that the very essence of con- 
sciousness is that it should be directed towards some object. 
The powerful influence of the phenomenologists, particularly 
of Husserl, is thus apparent right at the beginning: it is taken 
as something which hardly needs explanation that conscious- 
ness is ‘intensional’; that even apparently ‘pure’ states of mind 
or feeling have some external object. If a man says to himself, 
therefore, in a Cartesian spirit, ‘I think,’ he can deduce froin 
this the existence not only of himself but of objects of thought, 
things in the world and other People, so that merely to be con- 
Sciousisalready to enterintosome sort of relation with the world. 
This is a point of fundamental importance. In trying to state 
what this relation is, we come upon the first serious difficulty 
in Sartre’s terminology. What distinguishes a conscious being 
from an unconscious being is that in consciousness there is a 


though of a peculiar kind. 
characteristic nothingness 
the conscious being, then 
g of some positive kind is 
refore, as far as I can see, 
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to avoid the word altogether, even though it occurs in the very 
title of the book, and to speak instead of ‘a gap’ or ‘an emptiness’ 
within the conscious being, which he is always trying to fill by 
thinking and by acting. But besides this meaning—that of the 
k within the conscious being—there is 
‘nothingness’ which in turn serves to mark 
he unconscious. Conscious beings 
are able to form negative judgements, and thus to distinguish 
both themselves from other things, and other things one from 
another. A man who thinks, that is, is able to realize that a 
house is not a tree, and that he himself is not a tree; and he may 
go further. Through this possibility of forming negative judge- 
ments, he may realize that today he is not what he will be to- 
morrow and so to understand that what he will be tomorrow 
is not anything at all, yet. So the possibility of framing such 
judgements is essential to a man’s realization of his own freedom 

to be this or to be that in the future. 
The conscious being is referred to by Sartre, borrowing 
from Hegel, as the being-for-itself. Unconscious beings are 
e thought of as thoroughly existing 


beings-in-themselves. They ar pughl 
in a solid concrete way. The whole of their possibilities are, as 


it were, absorbed in being a chair or a tree. Whatever thoughts 
or attitudes we may have concerning them, beings-in-them- 
selves go on existing undisturbed, and completely determined 
by their own nature to be as they are. They are more than just 
our perception of them. Consciousness is regarded as the very 
opposite of this. Beings-for-themselves bring nothingness into 
the world, both in the sense of emptiness—@ failure to be any- 
thing, and in the sense of negation—a being-for-itself knows 
that it does not have this pure concrete solid existence which 
trees and chairs have, and it strives above all things to have 


such existence, unsuccessfully. Consciousness, therefore, con- 
sisting as it does of this emptiness waiting to be filled up, and 
of this knowledge that it is not any of the solid and permanent 
beings-in-themselves, must, if it exists at all, exist in relation 
to external objects, whose existence in the world does not need 
further proof. From this starting-point Sartre sets out to ex- 
plore more completely the relations which do in fact hold 
between conscious beings and the rest of the world. 


emptiness or blan 
another meaning of 
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AFA 


"T * WaT a iAd *, —S oe ‘a 


ETHICS SINCE 1900 


It is noticeable that even into what purports tobe a bare 
statement of Sartre’s most general views, words like ‘strive’ and 
“unsuccessful’ inevitably creep in. This is not chance. In ex- 
ploring further the relations which he supposes to hold be- 
tween conscious beings and the outside world, we shall need 
to employ a whole battery of such words. Conscious beings, 
beings-for-themselves, desire being-in-itself; they feel nausea 
at the contemplation of the multiplicity and disorderliness of 
things in the world; they feel anguish at the realization of their 
own freedom. Now it may well be objected that the words 
‘nausea’ and ‘anguish’ are emotive to a very high degree, that 
Sartre could have made the very same philosophical points in 
different terms, When he wished to express the thought, funda- 
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actions; therefore what a man feels on contemplating the world 
is as relevant to his situation as what he actually does. Any 
account of human nature must above all, on this view, concern 
itself with human motives. Thus the concepts of desiring, k 
striving, trying—all these must necessarily be employed. But 
what about nausea and anguish? and what about absurdity? 
Here once again what there is, I think, is exaggeration. It is not 
that such’ concepts are irrelevant altogether to philosophy; it is 
that the actual words used go too far. They may mislead, if 
people pick just on them without seeing how they fit into the 
whole metaphysical picture of man. But just as it is not acci- 
dental that Sartre should exaggerate in his insistence upon 
human responsibility and freedom of choice, so his use of words 
like ‘absurd’ to describe the human situation is not accidental. 
He means to produce a certain impression, as well as to ex- 
pound a system. Nor is he the first metaphysician to have such 


an intention. 
To return now to the exposition: when confronted by the 
d senselessness of the 


awareness of the variety, contingency, an 
world, a conscious being feels nausea. He longs to be able to 


class things neatly into kinds, and to see some sort of necessity 
of their being in this kind or in that. When he thinks of his own 
life, he wants to be able to regard that in the same way as some- 
thing which is orderly and which has a certain pattern. But he 
finds that he cannot. Even language turns out to be misleading, 
simply because it does suggest that things can be pinned down 
by having their appropriate name attached to them. But in fact 
the existence of things escapes from this artificial restraint im- 
posed by words. Of peculiar importance in explaining this 


nausea which we are supposed to feel, is the concept of the 
viscous. In part four, chapter two, of Being and Nothingness, in 
a section called ‘Quality as a revelation of being’, Sartre says 
that what we need is a psycho-analysis of things. He then con- 
siders the case of viscous sticky things, half liquid half solid, 
and he finds that this viscosity is @ fundamental category of 
material things, which has a peculiar fascination for us, as well 
as filling us with disgust. That our attitude to it should be of 
this kind is wholly natural; we do not have to be taught to re- 
gard it in this way; as soon as we are aware of objects at all we 
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are aware of this aspect of them. The secret of our attitude is 
that the viscous is naturally ambiguous. It is neither solid nor 
liquid. We may think we can touch it, or pick it up like solid 
stuff, but it eludes us. It is not, on the other hand, like water 
which we know we cannot pick up and possess. If something 
is viscous and sticky we may think we can pick it up ‘only, at 
the very moment when I believe that I Possess it, by a curious 
reversal, it possesses me’. It is impossible to get rid of: It clings 
to our hands. Now it is clear how we may use the viscous as a 
symbol of things in the external world, and Sartre says that we 
do so use it. His point is also that we are not taught to regard it 
as symbolic. It comes to us already symbolizing other objects 
and ourselves, which we constantly feel we should be able to 
grasp and possess, only to find that we cannot. Just when we 
may think that we have it, we are sucked back into the sticky, 
senseless mass of objects and of our own random and pointless 
acts in the past. To escape from the viscosity of things would 
be to be able to see one’s own life as an ordered inevitable pat- 
tern, and to see oneself as a solid being-in-itself, moving in- 
evitably among other hard, solid, predictable objects. The 
viscous, then, is a ready-made symbol of the situation in which 


we find ourselves, That is why we feel a sickly horror when we 
contemplate it, 


Connected with the nausea which 


a 


we feel when we realize 


gap between the past 


r prevents our ever saying we were 
caused to do this or that by what had happened before, so there 
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is equally agap between us and the future, which may be filled 
in anyhow we choose. But whatever we choose, we can never q 
hope finally to justify it, nor can we be sure that any value { 
attaches to it at all. Thus we feel anguish before the recognition 
that we have to choose, but that the choice is for nothing. 

But of course Sartre is perfectly prepared to allow that we 
do not feel either nausea or anguish all, or even much, of the 
time. How then do we avoid them? Sartre’s answer to this is 
absolutely fundamental to what may be called his moral philo- 
sophy and his psychology. The answer is that we avoid them 
by means of mauvaise foi—bad faith. The whole of the first part 


of L’ Etre et le Néant is indeed centred round the question, ‘How 


must we describe the human consciousness if it is to be capable 
as far as we can, what Sartre 


of bad faith?’ Let us examine, ; 
understands by bad faith. Essentially it is a denial of our free- 
dom of choice. If we see ourselves as bound to act in a certain 


way, if we feel inclined to say, ‘I have no choice in the matter,’ 


then we are deceiving ourselves. Bad faith is a kind of self- 
deception. It involves playing a role, and regarding our be- 
haviour as determined by the role we play. It is the failure to 
realize that even what role to play has originally been a matter 
of choice and that it remains a matter of choice whether to 
eontinue in the role or not. Bad faith operates at various levels. 
It covers the superficial self-deception with the help of which, 
for instance, we might justify some extravagance by saying, ‘I 
really need it,’ or ‘This is a good time to buy; next year they 


will be even more expensive.’ It also covers more basic self- 
deceptions by means of which one might, for instance, excuse 
one’s political inertia by claiming that it was just not part of 


one’s character to interest oneself in such things, or that one 
had been brought up not to do so. The moment one is intro- 
duced to the concept of bad faith, it can be seen to have infinite 
explanatory possibilities. There are many people, for instance, 
about whom one would hesitate to say that they were insincere, 
or that they knowingly or fully deliberately pretended to be 
what they were not. But nevertheless one feels about these 
people that they are always seeing themselves as such and such 
—a member of some social group, an intellectual, a mother; and 
that all their tastes and views are, for the time being, dictated 
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the concept of bad faith is useful. It is worth considering some 


of the examples which Sartre himself gives in Being and 
Nothingness. 


‘Take the example [he says]! of a woman who has consented to go out 


with a particular man for the first time. She knows very well the in- 


tentions which the man who is speaking to her cherishes regarding 


will be necessary sooner or later for her to 
make a decision. But she does not want to realize the urgency. She 


does not apprehend this conduct as an attempt to achieve what we 
call ‘the first approach’: that is, she does not want to see possibilities 
of temporal development which his conduct presents. She restricts 


this behaviour to what is Present; she does not wish to read into the 
phrases which he addresses t 


her, she knows also that it 


ker the immediate meanings, which she 
ties. The man who is speaking to her 
respectful, just as the table is round or 


Square, as the wall colouring is grey or blue. The qualities thus 
attached to the person she is li 


a consciousness. And during this 
m the soul is accomplished; the hand 
ands of her companion—neither con- 
ng. 

I shall quote extensivel 


y from one further example, from the 
same part of the book, 


which seems to me Particularly illumin- 


1 op. cit. part 2, chapter 2, 


° 


Let us consider [Sartre says] the waiter in the café. His movement is 
quick and forward, a little too precise, a little too rapid. He comes 
towards the patrons with a step a little too quick. He bends forward 


a little’too eagerly; his voice, his eyes express an interest a little too” 


solicitous for the order of the customer. Finally he returns, trying 
to imitate in his walk the inflexible stiffness of some kind of auto- 
maton while carrying his tray with the recklessness of a tight-rope 
walker, by, putting it in a perpetually unstable, perpetually broken 
equilibrium which he perpetually re-establishes by a light movement 
of the arm and hand. All his behaviour seems to us a game, but what 


is he playing? We need not watch long before we can explain it: he is 
There is nothing there to surprise 


playing at being a waiter in a café. 

us. The game is a kind of marking out and investigating. The child 
plays with his own body in order to explore it, to take inventory of 
it; the waiter in the café plays with his condition in order to realize it. 
This obligation is not different from that which is imposed on all 
tradesmen. Their condition is wholly one of ceremony. The public 
demands of them that they realize it as a ceremony; there is the dance 
of the grocer, of the tailor, of the auctioneer, by which they en- 
deayour to persuade their clientele that they are nothing but a 


grocer, an auctioneer, a tailor. A grocer who dreams is offensive to 


the buyer, because such a grocer is not wholly a grocer. Society 
unction as a grocer, just as a 


demands that he limit himself to his f 

soldier on duty makes himself into a soldier-thing with a direct re- 
gard which does not see at all, which is no longer meant to see, since 
it is the rule and not the interest of the moment which determines 
the point he must fix his eyes On. » +» There are indeed many pre- 
cautions to imprison a man in what he is, as if we lived in perpetual 
fear that he might escape from it, that he might break away and sud- 
denly elude his condition. . . . From within, the waiter in the café 
cannot immediately be a café waiter in the sense that this inkwell 
is an inkwell or the glass is a glass. It is by no means that he cannot 
form reflective judgements OF concepts concerning his condition. 
He knows well what it ‘means’: the obligation of getting uP at five 
o'clock, of sweeping the floor of the shop before the restaurant 
opens, of starting the coffee pot going, etc. He knows the rights 
which it allows: the right to the tips, the right to belong to a union, 
etc, But all these concepts, all these judgements refer to the trans- 
cendent. It is a matter of abstract possibilities, of rights and duties 


conferred on a ‘person possessing rights’. And it is precisely this 
person who I have to be (if I am the waiter in question) and who I am 
as him, I am not he: I am separated 


not... . If I represent myself 
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from him as the object from the subject, separated by,nothing, but 
this nothing isolates me from him, I cannot be he, I can only play at 
being him, that is imagine to myself that I am he. What I attempt to 
realize is a being-in-itself of the café waiter, as if it were not in my 
power to confer their value and their urgency upon my duties and 
the rights of my position, as if it were not my free choice to get up at 
five o’clock each morning or to remain in bed, even though it meant 
getting fired. As if from the very fact that I sustain this role in exist- 
ence I did not transcend it on every side, as if I did not constitute 
myself as one beyond my condition. Yet there is no doubt that I am 
in a sense a café waiter . . . otherwise could I not just as well call 
myself a diplomat or a reporter? But if I am one, this cannot be in 


the mode of being-in-itself. I am a waiter in the mode of Being- 
what-I-am-not. 


These examples, each in its different way, show that the person 
who exhibits bad faith does so in order to try to become an 
object, a being-in-itself, without consciousness and without, 
therefore, the necessity of choosing what to do. He wishes to 
be something with fixed describable properties in virtue of the 
Possession of which he is determined to behave in this way or in 
that. In the first example, the woman not only wishes to regard 
herself in this light but she wishes to regard the man in the same 
way. She has attached to him the label ‘sincerity’ and therefore 
she simply does not choose to notice anything except what bears 
out this description of him. She treats herself equally as an 
object. There is her hand, lying there. She is not responsible 
for it. It is simply a thing occupying a certain spatial position, 


- and meanwhile she is concerned with higher things. But of 
course she has chosen to dissociate herself in this way from her 
hand. She is trading o 


n the undeniable fact that her hand is an 
object in the world. But it is not only this and cannot, with 
good faith, be treated as if it were, In the second example, the 
waiter is likewise attempting to be a waiter in the way in which 
an inkwell is an inkwell. That is to Say, he is pretending that 
waiters are simply compelled to behave in the way he behaves, 
in virtue of the fact that they are waiters, But he is not, as the 
woman was, trying to pretend that he is an object in the world. 
He is trading rather on the fact that everybody is an object of 
attention to other people. He knows that in the eyes of others 
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; that indeed they want him to be just a 
waiter; and therefore he aims to live up to this view and be. 
nothing except what they think him. By doing this he manages, 

from himself the truth, namely that at 


more or less, to obscure 
any moment he could stop behaving as he does; and that if he 
because he chooses to do so. 


gets up at five each morning it is 
This concept of being-for-others is of great importance, and I 
want to come back to it in a moment. First, however, there are 
one or two points which arise out of the concept of bad faith in 
general. 
Bad faith is the protection which we assume against the tor- 
ments of nausea and anguish. Any evasion of responsibility is 
an instance of bad faith; any denial that we can be other than 
we are. One of the kinds of bad faith which Sartre attacks is a 


reliance upon Freudian psycho-analysis as an explanation of 
human conduct. The subconscious mind he regards as magic— 
ns who cannot or will 


a pseudo-explanation invoked by perso: or ` 
not understand their true motives. Nearly all his descriptions 
of psychological phenomena and of human behaviour have the 


precise point of offering an alternative explanation, to super- 
sede the Freudian. But there is in Sartre’s explanations a defect 
which is at times shared by Freud’s, namely that it is absolutely 
impossible to refute it, or even deny its applicability, since every 
refusal to accept it is taken as yet one more piece of evidence in 
its favour. For instance, suppose that one denied, as I think one 
very well might, that nausea was what one experienced when 
contemplating the external world. Suppose that, to be more 
specific still, one denied that the viscosity of things had any 
particular effect on one at all; suppose one said the suggestion 
that viscosity is an important category of the material was 
ould not all these denials be taken 

simply as instances of bad faith? They probably would. If bad 
faith can be crudely defined as the refusal to face disagreeable 
facts, then one’s denials can always be construed as such a re- 
fusal. And the more vigorous one’s protests that this is not self- 
deception, that it is only to falsehoods or exaggerations that one 
on of bad faith would 


is objecting, the more serious the accusati 
become. Such obstinacy could be interpreted as a fault of 


character, not a desire for truth. At the very least, Sartre has 
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neurotically over-emphasized what may be a tiny fact about 
some people’s attitude to the world. And it cannot be denied 
that there is something insanely arbitrary and partial in picking 
out just this quality of things for so much attention. The diffi- 
culty with any philosophy whose method is largely descriptive 
is brought out by this case. It is impossible to describe ail the 
objects or situations or qualities in the universe, So whatever 
is selected is likely to have the appearance of having been 
selected at random. There can be no justification, as far as I can 
see, for picking on one aspect of the world rather than another. 
The test cannot be completeness; it must be rather whether the 
description succeeds in conveying some kind of feeling, some 
attitude to the world. By this test, Sartre’s descriptions cer- 
tainly succeed. But it is going too far, in the light of this partial 
success, to hope to explain the whole of the universe and 
human conduct in the terms introduced into the description. 
As I have suggested already there is one important aspect of 
existentialism which must still be discussed. This is the ques- 
tion of a man’s relation not to objects in the external world, but 
to other men. We have seen that in two different ways a man of 
bad faith may try to become a thing and thus deny his responsi- 
bility for what he does. The first way is to try to become just a 
physical object: it is worth remarking here that Sartre, like 
Berkeley and other metaphysicians, has a powerful feeling for 
the texture of the universe. It does not seem to him extra- 
ordinary to search for some one word which would characterize 
all physical things—indeed the word he picks on is ‘massif’ 
... solid. ‘The in-itself has nothing secret.’ ‘It has no’ within 
which is opposed to a without.’ In a sense we can designate it 


as a synthesis; but it is the most indissoluble of all: the syn- 
thesis of itself 


in this way, 


and part of their perpetual quest is to become so— 
to have noo 


position of the within to the without. Since no one 
wants to become unconscious, although he longs for solid being- 
in-itself, and since consciousness is what produces the lack of 
solidity in men, the quest is contradictory. But sometimes it 


may take the form of secking to be God—for God could be 
described as the possessor of just the 


| Se contradictory qualities— 
namely consciousness and being-in-itself, (It is therefore sense- 


with itself. Human beings, then, are not ‘massif 


™ someone else’s mind. 
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less, Sartre says, to ask whether God exists. ‘God’ is the name 
of something to be arrived at, which it is impossible to achieve.) 

The second thing that a man of bad faith may attempt to do 
is to become nothing but an object for others. The fact that we 
are each of us an object for others is an essential component in 
our existence as human beings. It helps to define our situation 
as specifically human. For instance, suppose I had been on a 
desert island alone for so long that I had lost the concept of 
other people. Then I might come to think that the way I chose 
to do things was literally the only possible way. The fact that 
things could be looked at from another viewpoint would escape 
me, and therefore I might fail to realize that I myself occupied 
some particular viewpoint which I could change at will, and by 
thus being unaware of my freedom I would be less than human. 
In the third part of Being and Nothingness, Sartre sets out to 
explore the concept of the existence of others. In spite of its 
extreme length and repetitiveness, this seems to me one of the 
most interesting parts of the whole book. He starts with a criti- 
cism of solipsism, and an account of the views of Husserl, 
Heidegger, and Hegel. In the section entitled “The look’! he 
finally states his own view of what the relation is between myself 
and other people. He argues that in our awareness of other 
people we do not first apprehend them as physical objects of a 
particular kind, and then argue, by analogy, that they have con- 
sciousness, that they can feel and think. It is rather that our 
first apprehension of them strikes us immediately as incomplete. 
We have the feeling that, unlike other material objects which 


we perceive, here is one which can escape us, and which neces- 
Judes us. This is neither an inference from 


sarily partially e 1 
perception, nor a'kind of mysterious or mystical awareness of 
It is, Sartre says, like ordinary perception 


with a hole in it. He takes the example of seeing a man reading 


a book as he walks in the park. 


There is a full object for me to grasp. In the midst of the universe I 
can say ‘man. reading’ as I could say ‘cold stone’, ‘fine rain’. I appre- 
hend a closed ‘gestalt’ in which the reading forms an essential quality; 
for the rest, it remains blind and mute, lets itself be known as a pure 


1 op. cit. part 3, chapter I, section IV. 
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and simple temporal-spatial thing. ... The quality ‘man reading 
as the relation of the man to the book is simply a little particular 
crack in my universe. At the heart of this solid visible form, he makes 
himself a particular emptying. The form is solid only in appearance} 
its peculiar meaning is to be—in the midst of my universe, at ten 


paces from me, at the heart of that solidity—a closely consolidated 
localized flight. 


But this is not the whole truth about the relation between my- 
self and the Other. So far the Other still appears as a mere 
object, though of a peculiar kind. The key to the unique relation 
between me and the Other is that I am an object for him; he 
can look at me. I am not able to consider this exactly as I con- 
sider his looking at anything else—say grass. The difference 1S 


that being looked at by another person actually affects me. 
Sartre considers the case of soldiers who are trying to escape 
the notice of the enemy. In this case they do not think of the 
look: of the enemy as necessarily connected with a particular 
‘man whose eyes they can see looking at them. They regard 


bushes and houses—all sorts of cover—as places from which 
the look may come. 


What I apprehend immediately when I hear the branches crackling 
behind me is not that there 


is someone there; it is that I am vulner- 
able, that I have a body which can be hurt, that I occupy a place, 
and that I can not in any cas 


1 € escape from the space in which I am 
without defence—in short that I am seen. 


He then goes on to raise the question ‘What does being seen 


mean for me?’ In the next example he considers the case of 4 
man who out of curiosity, 


or jealousy, looks and listens at 2 
keyhole. While he is engaged in this, his whole concentration 
is fixed upon what he is doing, and upon what he hears an 
sees. In a sense he is unaware of himself ; in a sense his ‘self’ 
does not yet exist, becaus: 


jet exi e he is nothing except the act of look- 
ing and listening. But then, while he is in this attitude, he 


becomes aware that he has heard footsteps, and that someone 
has come up behind him. The realization that there is someon 
watching him alters his whole mode of existence, He becomes 
aware of himself in a way that he was not before. He suddenly 
feels ashamed. Shame, Sartre Says, is a confession that it waS 
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he doing the act of which he is ashamed; later he will try to get 
round the memory of the incident by bad faith. But even bad 
faith is a confession. So self-awareness, guilt, shame, and pride 
all come into existence at the glance of the other, and it is in 
this sense that it is possible to say that the existence of the per- 


son, the for-itself, is actually dependent on the existence of 


another person. Without it, no one would be able to conceive 


any defifiition of himself. The discussion of shame and pride is 
and it is impossible not to be reminded 
f the same subject, and to feel that his 
fferent and his manner of reach- 
all the same Sartre has, in the 
d attention to a number 


curiously perfunctory, 
of Hume’s discussions © 
conclusions were not so very di 
ing them less exhausting. But 
discussion of the Other in general, calle 
of extremely important points. First, he has noticed the in- 
adequacy of any theory which suggests that other people are, 
for us, just material objects which we invest, imaginatively, 
with inner life on an analogy with our own. Of course analogy 
plays an enormous part in our understanding of individual 
human beings; but it is very hard to believe that our primary 
awareness of the existence of others can be explained in these 
terms. The fact that we are objects of perception, of attention 
for them, the fact that they are obstacles for us, and make plans 
in which we have no share, but which affect our plans—these 
things seem to me, as Sartre suggests, far more basic to our 
realization both of other people and of our own consequent 
situation in the world. Secondly, Sartre draws our attention to 
the difficulties inherent in the difference between our own view 
of ourselves and other people’s view of us. These are partly 
difficulties of language; from our own point of view it is usually 
very difficult to accept any description of ourselves. Eyen 
` though I might admit that, for instance, I worked in a’bank, I 
should repudiate the suggestion that I was a bank clerk. Though 
I might admit that I sometimes took things which did not 
belong to me, I should resist the designation thief’. But for 
other people, who see me from the outside, there is no other 
: ‘ i 
appropriate description except ‘bank clerk’ or thief . And re- 
flecting on these words, I may come to feel that since I would 
not use them, while someone else would, of the very same 
object, therefore their meaning is somehow destroyed. Again, 
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Bera anl difficulty about the predictability of a man’s 


behaviour. He is filled with horror when he first realizes that 
people regard him as in certain ways predictable. He suddenly 
sees himself as a thing in the world, subject to laws; or at least 
as an obsessive character with virtually no free choice. Sartre 


imagines a terrible little conyersation which illustrates this 
difference of viewpoint: 


‘I swear to you that I will do it. 

‘Maybe so. You tell me so. I want to believe you. It is indeed 
possible that you will do it.’ 

From this conversation, a doubt may arise for the first 
speaker as to whether he is really in a position to make promises 
at all. One cannot commit oneself to a future action unless one 
is conceived as a free agent, with a continuous ability to frame 
resolutions and stick to them. The ability to do this indeed is 
one of the most important aspects of human personality. But 
the second speaker clearly regards the promise as futile, since 
the behaviour of the promiser is determined quite independently 
of any promise or undertaking. If I observe a man’s behaviour 
inductively for a long time, as I might observe the behaviour 
of an ant or a bee, then I feel justified in making inductively 
based predictions about his conduct. To see oneself as the sub- 
ject of this kind of 
e natural world, distinguished from 
ridiculous characteristic of being able 
s as ‘I promise’. The look of the other 


taken seriously, if the question 
is constantly aware of the possi 
of view, which may radically 
and the same person. Becomin: 


arises of how to treat me? Sartre 
bility of a total shift in the point 
affect our attitude towards one 
g aware of how I seem to others 
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another person, the loving gaze of the other gives him;this solid, 
= stable existence which he aims at. But the freedom of the other 
is an impediment; there is the constant possibility that the gaze 
may be withdrawn; and furthermore the lover is himself seek- 
ing his own stability, and therefore demands the same loving 
look. There is a struggle therefore between the lovers, each 
seeking to capture and deny the freedom of the other. But this 
struggle is in any case self-defeating, since only love or’admira- 
tion freely given can have the effect of stabilizing the existence 
of the one loved. To fall in love is therefore to embark on a 
series of battles which are doomed from the start to futility. 
‘If this is the human situation with regard to the world of 
external objects and other people, it remains to ask how Sartre 
thinks we ought actually to behave. Is there anything which it 
is worth while our trying to be or to do? First, it is essential that 
we realize that, if there is anything which has value for us, it is 
a contingent matter. We have created the value for ourselves. 
The main lesson which we are to learn from the description of 
our situation is that we must ‘repudiate the spirit of seriousness’. 
Sartre defines the spirit of seriousness as follows: ‘It considers 
. values as transcendent, given, independent of human sub- 
Jectivity, and it transfers the quality of “desirable” from the 


s ontological structure of things to their simple material constitu~ 


consequences are desirable 
spirit. Above all, non- 


though ordinary naturalism too is ‘serious’, A morality based 
on such beliefs is a morality of bad faith. 


he is waited ‘for by all the 


tasks bjects are mute demands, and he is nothing 
in himself but the passive obedience to these demands, 


But the fact remains that even though values have no inde- 
pendent existence, 


some things as goals worth pursuing. It is indeed in the word 
‘goal’ that the clue to the concept of value is to be found. You 


we do assign values to things, and regard- 
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cannot describe something as good in the same way as you can- 
describe it as red. This truth which has so much exercised 
English moral philosophers is familiar to Sartre as well. If you 
describe it as good you are uttering a normative expression, and 
you are suggesting that here is something to be aimed at. 
Goodness is a quality which does not have existence in the 
ordinary sense; but to say that something is good or generous 
or noblevis to see it as an instance of a quality which is always 
to be pursued and will never be reached. This unattainability 
of the morally perfect is, for Sartre, the reason why properties 
like goodness have always seemed to moral philosophers both 
to exist unconditionally and in some sense not to exist at all. 
It is impossible for any conscious human being not to assign 
values to things. The essential human characteristic is to form 
projects and intentions and to pursue aims. To these neces- 
sarily and as part of their existence, value attaches. Therefore 
there is no question of knowing that something is good or that 
it is noble. A project is formed and value ‘haunts’ this project. 


Value is everywhere and nowhere; at t 

tion ‘reflection-reflecting’ it is present and out of reach, and it is 
simply lived as the concrete meaning of that lack which makes my 
present being... - Thus reflective consciousness can properly be 
€alled moral consciousness since it cannot arise without at the same 
moment disclosing values. 

uietingly vague. What Sartre seems 
to be expressing is @ romantic view of morality, according to 
which there is nothing but the conscience of each of us as a 
guide, and for each one of us, whatever solitary goal he pursues, 


he is sure only of never attaining it. And this is, I think, a not 
Tinfair estimate of ine in Being and Nothingness. But 


the doctri: 
sometimes, particularly in the le 
Humanism’, to which I have already referred, Sartre puts for- 
ward a theory of mora h has more content and which 
ith the theories of Kant. He there says 


lity whic 
he expressly compares W1 : 
which, as a human 


that if I really aim at my own freedom, whicl 
y do, I cannot help aiming at the free- 


being, I must necessaril h f 
Id be self-contradictory to desire freedom 
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to choose which is the opposite of determinism, but more 
specifically as political freedom. This view, therefore, could 
lead to concrete aims, and to a programme of moral and political 
action not unlike that of Mill and the utilitarians. But it must 
be admitted that this Kantian-utilitarian view, comforting 
though it is to come across anything so familiar in the meta- 
physical jungle, is not really connected in any way with the 
main part of Sartre’s theory. It is given nothing in the way of 
metaphysical backing; and he does nothing to show that to 
assign a value to something necessarily entails a universal judge- 
ment. We know from the novels, and indeed from everything 


_ that Sartre has written, that freedom is in his view the supreme 


value. But we must admitthat it is not wholly clearto whata man 
is committed if he chooses freedom, or what his alternatives are. 
Sartre explains, as an integral part of his whole metaphysical 
system, how value arises in the world, and how it is that men 
are so situated that they must always be attempting something 
which they cannot achieve, But he tells us little about how, for 
instance, it is possible to argue about matters of value, or how 
someone would set about showing that one course of action 
was better than another. There is no formula which can readily 
be derived from Being and Nothingness for deciding what I 
ought to do; it is difficult even to conceive what form such a 
decision would take. But it must be remembered that Sartre 
does not yet suppose himself to have written any kind of moral 
philosophy. At the very end of Being and Nothingness he says 
that once the moral agent has realized that he is himself the 
source of all values, ‘His freedom will become conscious of itself. 
and reveal itself in anguish as the unique source of value and 
the emptiness by which the world exists. But the possibility of 
acting will always be realized only in the context of other people 
who can also choose and whose choices may affect my own. The 
question becomes one of trying to find out how far a free agent 
can escape from his particular situation in his choices; and of 
how much responsibility he can be brought to accept for being 


as he is. To these questions Sartre promised to devote another, 
specifically ethical work. 
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There ase two things which may perhaps be said about the 


form which moral questions must necessarily take, accordin| 
to existentialist theory. The first is that it is impossible on such 
a theory sharply to distinguish moral from political questions. 
It is not just an accident of time an 
pressing moral question seems to be ‘Shall I join the Com- 
munist Party? Marxist philosophy, like existentialism, insists 
that mofality is a matter not of knowing this or that but of 
acting; but the action is in accordance with a shared creed. The 
' question for Sartre therefore is always whether the adopting of 
any shared creed whatever is not going to plunge the believer 
into bad faith. Though you may freely choose to join the Party, 
this may well be your last free act. This leads to the second 
point. Apart from his rather uneasy flirtation with utilitarian- 
ism, Sartre seems inclined to think that to give any concrete 
general rules, or to frame any political programme, is to come 
perilously near to bad faith, It is impossible not to be involved 
in the political and social situation in which one finds oneself, 
but the way through it must be found for each one by himself. 
It is to this highly romantic, individualist view of morality that 


Sartre is most deeply committed. If there is any typically moral 
question it is of the form ‘What, here and now, would be the 
least phoney thing for me to choose?” 
It is not, therefore, surprising that when the promised new 
book came? it was an intricate attempt to reconcile the individu- 
ality of man with his political and social commitments; nor 
that it should have been written from a Marxist standpoint. 
For Marxism had come to seem, to Sartre, the only possible 
philosophy of the twentieth century- This new work can, in the 
event, hardly be considered as 4 contribution to moral philo- 
Sophy at all. Perhaps existentialism, as a form of philosophy, 
could not survive its own exaggerations and hostility to reason. 
Philosophy can hardly flourish where reason is, in general, 


repudiated. 


1 Critique de la Raison Dialectique. Paris, 1960. 
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Conclusion 


Ir 1s NOW TIME to attempt some general remarks on the course 
of the history of ethics in the last sixty years. Is there anything 


which can profitably be said about all of the different philo- ` 


sophers we have considered in this book? At first sight it may 
appear that there is one interest which all of them without 
exception have shared, and that is an interest in refuting 
ethical naturalism. If hostility could nullify the influence of a 
philosophical view, then utilitarianism ought by now to be 
stone dead. The hostility is surprising, particularly in English 
empirical philosophers, many of whom would in their 
non-philosophical moments turn out to be utilitarians of ar: 
enlightened liberal kind. But this anti-naturalism, although it 
has been universally a part of recent ethical theories, has taken 
radically different forms, and the differences are far greater 
than the similarities. 

It has been commonly held that Moore exercised a great 
influence upon the course of moral philosophy during this cen- 
tury, and this for two reasons. First, he was the inventor of the 
phrase ‘The Naturalistic Fallacy’; and secondly, he directed 
the attention of philosophers towards the problem of analysing 
the concept of goodness. As far as the first point goes, Bradley 
and the other metaphysical philosophers were just as deeply 
opposed to naturalism as Moore was. Anti-naturalism is not, 
therefore, in itself a sufficient reason for insisting on the in- 
fluence of Moore. The name Naturalistic Fallacy it is true, we 
have all learned from Moore; but I should be inclined to say 
that we had learned little else. As to the second point, Moore’s 


or 


interests, as I hope to have suggested already, were not in the 
language of morals. 
was used. He was interested in what things were good in them- 
selves. He was concerned to show, as all anti-naturalists are, 
that values are distinct from facts, and that no amount of reflec- 
tion upon facts, in the ordinary sense, will entitle anyone to 
make a single value judgement upon them. But he thought 
that thig was because goodness was a special and unique kind 
of property, the possession of which was different from the 
possession of other properties. Now if any philosopher is an 
ethical intuitionist, as Moore was, it is necessary for him to be 
prepared actually to give examples of those things which have 
the intuitable property of goodness, or rightness, or whatever 
it is. Moore was perfectly prepared to do this; in fact, as we 
have seen, he thought it the easiest thing in the world to do. He 
told us, in a perfectly straightforward way, what things were as 
a matter of fact the best things in the world, and therefore what, 
uld aim at. Sometimes people have objected 
that it has been, at least in England 
d; that it has tal 
o behave. People who have made 
this complaint cannot have read the philosophy of Moore. The 
other intuitionists also told us what things were obligatory, but 
unfortunately they, for the most part, failed to hold our atten- 
tion. They cheated by telling us to do only the things we would 
have done anyway, like returning books we have borrowed. 
They did not tell us how to live, or how to treat other people 
in serious matters. But from Principia Ethica we could, if we 
tried, derive this information. This difference between Moore 
and the other intuitionists brings out, I think, the real reason 
~W y we continue to read Principia Ethica, and why in the 
history of this period of moral philosophy Moore looms so 
large. The reason is that the book is so good and so eccentric. 
iust as he dominated his 


Moore dominates us through its pages J! 
in Cambridge. There is no comparable book 


in general, we sho 
to recent moral philosophy 
and America, uncommitte 
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be influential. f 

in which subsequent philo- 
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fs It may be thought that I am unfair to some philosophers of a 
J the last ten years; they have not all, it may be urged, concen- _ 
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and ultimately Kantian models of ethical theory, regarded 
human choice as the only proper subject matter of morals, and 
further, thought of choice as something which must essentially 
be viewed from inside, from behind the eyes of the agent, 
Moore and moral philosophers after him were concerned only } 
secondarily with choices. Their main interest was in judging 
things to be good or bad, right or wrong. The central question i 
became ‘What is a moral judgement? It was inevitable that | 
Moore himself should adopt this standpoint, since his concern 
was with the property of goodness, which was a property of 
things in the external world, there to be discovered. It was | 
states of consciousness which were good, and it did not matter 
whose state of consciousness it was; all could equally come up i 
for judgement, 

It was equally natural that Ayer and the logical positivists 
should adopt the same standpoint. Their concern was to mark 
off scientific from non-scientific discourse, statements of fact 


facts. Their attention was therefore naturally drawn to the dif- 
ferences between statements such as ‘the boy is a diabetic and 
‘the boy is a good influence in the house’. Once again the proper, 
function of moral philosophy appeared to be to discuss moral 
judgements, though now in a new way. si 
(i From the positivists, and the heyday of the emotive theory, 
it was, as I hope I have shown, only a short step to the post-war 
linguistic analyses which issued mainly from Oxford. Here 
again the point of view is the same. Anti-naturalism still charac- 
terizes this philosophy as well; but it has moved very far from 
the anti-naturalism of Moore. What distinguishes a moral from 
a non-moral judgement is now not the kind of property which 
they each call attention to, but the logic of the words used in 
the statement of each. Ethical judgements are seen as a sub- 
class of value judgements in general, and the most general form 
of the question raised by these philosophers is ‘What is it to 


evaluate things? or ‘What is the difference between evaluating 
things and describing them?” 


trated so exclusively on the judging and assessing, the grading 


of his examples was the wor 
suggest the necessity of action 

deny that these philosophers, like Hume and Berkeley before 
them, recognized that the language wh 


ings, and therefore even 
me to constitute a real 
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our actions. 
difference between the 
interest was still concentra 


the framing of what they ca 
proposition may, it is true, take various forms, but there was 


supposed to be a connexion between all the different forms it 
might take, and this connexion lay in the logical characteristics 
of the words used. The differences between ‘I ought to do this’ 
and ‘This is right’ or ‘This is good’ were not really represented 
as serious Or important differences. Therefore, in the end, it 
did not make very much difference whether cases of personal 
choice were taken as examples, or cases of public advice, or 
cases of judgement after the event. The same analysis would 
do, with a few adjustments, for all the cases. The standpoint 
was still that of the judge or the schoolmaster, even if some- 
times the judgement was passed or the report written with an 


eye to the future. 


This, then, seems to me the most important way in which, 


whether under the influence of Moore or not, later philosophers 
have followed his practice. There is one other less important 
feature common to their writings. Moore was convinced that 
goodness was the central concept of ethics and, apart from an 
extension to cover ‘ought’, ‘right’, and ‘duty’, most philo- 


sophers of the last sixty years have agreed with him. There is a 
of concepts which have been singled out 


small and general set s i ; 
for treatment in books about ethics. It is a great pity, however, 
to concentrate on 


this small group of words, especially as they 
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are not words which, with the exception of ‘duty’, have any 
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articular relevance to ethics. If it is the logic of ethical lan- 
guage which is interesting, then it might have been better to 
start to analyse some words which appear only in ethical con- 
texts, instead of insisting on first of all examining these ex- 
tremely general and virtually contentless words. Admittedly 
‘ought’ and ‘tight’ come into our moral vocabulary, but they 
do not exhaust it. As for ‘good’, I doubt whether it even comes 


in very much except in the pages of books about moral philo- 
sophy. 
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down for such principles, and used, as they are used, 
conduct. It would be generally agreed that some opinions might 
be outrageous, and some principles harmful, but where we get 
` our principles and opinions from, how we should decide be- 
tween them, and what would be an example of a good one— 
these things they will not tell us, for to do so would be actually 
to express a moral opinion. This caution derives, as it is easy to 
see, at léast in part from the obsessive fear of naturalism. If it 
were possible for these philosophers to say that some moral, 
principles are derived from what people actually want, or desire 


in the long run, then they could say what these principles were 
without appearing to be dogmatic, or to be merely voicing their 
private preferences. Hume and Mill would have been happy to 


give any number of examples of good moral principles, and to 
derive each of them directly or indirectly from some general 
desire for security or human happiness. But this would be to 
destroy the autonomy of ethics, or so they say. Thus the con- 
centration upon the most general kind of evaluative language, 
combined with the fear of committing the naturalistic fallacy, 
has led too often to discussions of grading fruit, or choosing 
fictitious games equipment, and ethics as a serious subject has 

been left further and further behind. ¥ 
o But I believe that the most boring days are over. I cannot 

tisk much speculation about the future, but there is no doubt 

that in at least three different but related ways an interestin 
the subject matter of ethics is reviving. First, under the general ^, 
influence of Wittgenstein, it is increasingly recognized that in ; 
order to discuss any subject properly, it is necessary to sce the! 
language which is appropriate to it actually at work. This leads 4 
to the consideration of a more interesting set of concepts than. 

“tne right and the good. Virtues and vices may now be con- k 
sidered, as well as feelings, scruples, desires, intentions, and 
other psychological phenomena. Secondly, an increasing 1n- r 

terest in the question of what specially charact l 
opposed to any other evaluative judgement, is leading philo- ; 
sophers at least to reopen the question of ethical naturalism. 
Is it after all perhaps not so self-evident that empirical con- 
hat does people good and what does them 


siderations about w! Í Í dot 
harm are irrelevant to deciding what is a moral principle and 


aracterizes a moral as 
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vi 

7 roceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 1958, which display 
oth the tendencies I have mentioned, and which have aroused 

great interest. 
Finally, there is at least the possibility that we may in Eng- 
land learn a little from the Continent. I do not for a moment 
mean to suggest that we should all become Hegelian meta- 
physicians. That would be both undesirable and anyway im- ` 
possible. Philosophy progresses, and it has now progressed 
beyond the stage at which a philosopher can simply invent a 
system which pleases him and by means of which he can explain 
everything in the universe. But even if total explanations are 
no longer possible, that is no reason why we should not still 
look at human beings in general in their context in the world. 
, If we do this, it is likely that the most important thing about 
them should appear to us, as it did to Kant, to Hegel, to Brad- 
ley, and to Sartre, to be their capacity for acting spontaneously, 
and choosing between alternatives; for making and keeping 
resolutions, for regretting their decisions and rationally chang- 
ing their minds, for feeling guilt and feeling pride in their 
achievements. If this capacity is what makes morality possible, 
then it should surely be in this group of phenomena that moral. 
Philosophers should, at least partly, interest themselves. I think 
that in the past, Philosophers have been too much concerned 
_with moral theories to pay very much attention to how people 
actually decide, or what moral decisions are really like. For in- 
Stance, it has too often been suggested, without sufficient 
ty be decisions on principle, 
or decisions to do something because it is a duty. Reading 
Sartre, if it taught us nothing else, might perhaps open our eyes 


_ to the suggestion that not all moral decisions are of this kind; 
and indeed that sometimes to do 


that it is a duty, waiting to be fu 

Moral philosophy might in this way properly include both 
description of the complexities of actual choices and. actual 
decisions, and also discussion of what would count as reasons 
for making this or that decision. I believe that this is what 


Ifilled, would be bad faith. 


_ philosophers are beginning gradually to do. It is impossible to 
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The purpose of Mary Warnock’s well-informed and dis- 
criminating book is to provide a brief account of the main 
ethical problems which have been discussed in the present 


century in England, the United States, and France. A certain 
number of the writings which deal with these problems, among 
them those of Bradley, Moore, Prichard, Ayer, Stevenson, and 
Sartre, have been considered and analysed in some detail. 
They have been taken in chronological order and have been 
selected from the many books and articles on moral philosophy 
as those most likely to be of lasting importance for the subject. 
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